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ABSTRACT

General William Momyer’s 35 years of service to the nation spanned
three major wars: World War II, Korea, and Vietnam. During this career,
Momyer developed into the intellectual and operational leader of the second
generation of American Airmen. Despite his impact and accomplishments, he
remains the most forgotten of America’s greatest Airpower leaders. This
dissertation brings Momyer from the shadows and tells the story of one of the
Air Force’s greatest minds for airpower.

Momyer began his career flying P-40s in the Western Desert of Africa
with the RAF and later led one of the Army Air Forces finest P-40 fighter groups
through combat operations that began with Operation TORCH, followed the
Allied advanced through North Africa and Sicily, and ended shortly after the
Allied forces made their way onto the boot of Italy. Momyer returned to the
states to serve on the Army Air Force Board, a prime organization involved in
putting the lessons of World War II together with equipment testing, tactics,
and doctrine. His following tours on the Tactical Air Command (TAC) staff were
in Plans, the organization responsible not only for war plans, but for forging
doctrine and planning joint exercises. He served a tour on the Air War College
faculty as the Director of the Evaluation Division and, during the war in Korea,
led the production of the first complete set of Air Force doctrine manuals. After
a year at National War College and a number of important commands,
Momyer’s tour on the Air Staff in Requirements put him in the midst of
planning for the means that would serve the ends of future wars.

The most significant aspect of Momyer’s career is that all of his prior
experience and airpower intellect culminated in the opportunity to put his
theory of airpower into action. As the Seventh Air Force Commander in
Vietnam from 1966 —-1968, Momyer had operational control over hundreds of
aircraft and thousands of sorties during the years of the United States Air
Force’s heaviest participation in the Vietham War. Even after he came back to
the states as the TAC Commander, Momyer remained intimately involved in the
conflict in Vietnam as a large majority of TAC assets continued to operate in
Southeast Asia. While fighting one war in Southeast Asia, Momyer led a
command that prepared to fight another war on the plains of Europe and
shaped the future, structure, and concepts of the Air Force that found
impressive victories in the Persian Gulf War. After retirement, the Air Force
employed Momyer for five years as he led a team that analyzed, reviewed, and
wrote about the lessons of the Vietnham War. The grand finale of his
professional experience was the creation of his book, Airpower in Three Wars.

General William W. Momyer was an Airman who spent his entire career
in the pursuit of the most effective application of airpower’s means to the ends
of war. This is the story of Momyer’s theory of airpower as it developed through
his experiences, as it emerged from what he wrote in correspondence, reports,
studies, and in his book, and as it played out on the battlefields and in the
skies of Southeast Asia.
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Introduction

On September 3, 2012 the New York Times announced, “Gen. William W.
Momyer, Celebrated Pilot, Dies at 95.” The news came nearly a month after
Momyer died from heart failure while in assisted care at Selah Seniorcare-Cedar
Creek in Merrit Island, Florida. “In a 35-year career that spanned a
revolutionary era of aerial warfare, from dogfights in P-40s against whining
Messerschmitts over North Africa to the rolling thunder of supersonic fighter-
bombers over the cities and jungles of Southeast Asia,” the obituary read,
“General Momyer (pronounced MOE-meyer) was known as a daring pilot, an
aggressive wing commander and one of the best air tacticians of his time.”!
Despite his colorful career and impressive contributions to American airpower
thought and application, Momyer remains the most forgotten of America’s most
important Airmen.

William Wallace Momyer was the leading Airman of the second
generation of American airpower leaders. By upbringing, he was a tactical
Airman - a professional warrior who thought about the application of airpower
in relation to the objectives of the ground campaign. Almost by his own
actions, he also became the last senior airpower leader to be known as a
tactical Airman. General William Momyer’s thinking led the second generation
of Airmen to come to see airpower as indivisible. His vision of airpower was not
tactical airpower, but theater airpower. In Momyer’s vision, the centralized
control of airpower allowed for an orchestrated and deliberate air campaign
against the enemy’s ability to achieve military victory and thus defeat their will
to continue fighting.

As the intellectual leader in the second generation of Airmen, Momyer
was instrumental in building the bridge between the first and third generation
of Airmen. The first generation of Airmen saw airpower in terms of tactical and
strategic platforms. Tactical airpower meant fighters, pursuit planes, and
attack aircraft supporting the ground fight. Strategic airpower meant bombers

and strategic targets with the potential of war winning effects. Momyer

1 Robert D. McFadden, “Gen. William W. Momyer, Celebrated Pilot, Dies at 95,” New
York Times, September 3, 2012, p. Al6.



envisioned airpower as indivisible and classified only by the effects it could have
on the enemy. It was Momyer’s lead, combined with technical advances in the
machinery of airpower that provided the third generation of Airmen a
foundation for the ability to wage parallel warfare against the enemy’s vital
systems. This generation was responsible for the impressive military victory in
the Gulf War of 1991, where both the will of the enemy to fight and his ability to
fight could be and were attacked simultaneously by multiple aircraft and
platforms with paralyzing effect. Momyer was the last great tactical Airman
because, after him, and in great part, because of him, Airmen came to believe
that airpower was most effective when not separated into tactical and strategic
boxes, but rather when it was united and indivisible.

This work not only aims to solidify Momyer’s place in the second
generation of airpower leaders, it also sets out to provide a companion to
Momyer’s somewhat biographical account of the development of airpower from
World War II through Vietnam. In the foreword to his book, Airpower in Three
Wars, Momyer wrote, “What I offer in this book, as fairly and as clearly as I can,
is an account of the way airpower looked to me from the perspectives I think
will matter most to airmen.”? Correspondingly, what I offer in this work is the
‘why’ behind the way airpower looked to Momyer and the ‘how’ behind the way
he developed his perspectives. Thus, this study is biographical and
chronological. To understand how Momyer became the most important Airmen
of his generation, one must understand and assess his operational
environment, his leadership style, his written works, his experiences, and the
choices which shaped the newly independent Air Force between World War II
and Vietnam.

The purpose of this work is not only to tell a story, but also to assess
critically Momyer’s contribution to the United States Air Force, airpower and
warfare. To accomplish this goal, this work focuses on the analysis of Momyer’s
vision through leadership, his actions, and his own written word. Many of the
sources used in the construction of this analysis are both official and semi-

official Air Force history. Admittedly, this often brings an Air Force

2 General William W. Momyer, Airpower in Three Wars (Maxwell AFB, AL: Air University
Press, 2003), xiii.



organizational bias to the work. In addition, although I have attempted to be as
objective as possible in the assessment of Momyer’s life and impact, my
institutional biases from a nearly twenty year Air Force career also shape the
perspectives contained herein. Accounts from oral histories of various senior
leaders provide the picture of Momyer as a leader and commander, but are
limited by the filter of personal observation. Unfortunately and despite many
attempts to make contact, I was never successful in gaining an audience with
the man who lived the life described in these pages. He was an increasingly
and extremely private man in retirement and the lack of firsthand information
from him is a limitation of this study.

Despite these limitations, the account of Momyer’s career paints the
picture of a serious and contemplative man. He was shaped by the experiences
that challenged a young man with serious responsibilities. With responsibility
came opportunity, and in many ways Momyer’s timing even further magnified
an opportunity to make a difference. Joining military service at the very
beginning of the buildup for World War II, he was positioned for leading roles in
a force that grew exponentially in a short amount of time. Through group
command in World War II, airpower application thought and study as the newly
independent Air Force sought to find its way in a changing national security
environment, and then higher level command during the height of nuclear
influence in that same force, Momyer grew to become a deliberate airpower
philosopher and well respected and forceful leader as a tactical Airman in an
Air Force dominated by the strategic bombing advocates characterized by the
dynamic and bombastic General Curtis LeMay. As the nation became involved
in Vietnam, and when American involvement there reached its apogee, there
was no other Airman more qualified to take on the role of a senior operational
commander in that conflict.

Although it occupied two short years of his life, Momyer’s impact as the
operational air commander in Vietnam from 1966-1968 receives a great deal of
attention in these pages. Even the casual reader is well aware that the number
of secondary sources and books on the topic of the Vietham War number in the
thousands. The number of those works specifically addressing the application

of airpower in the conflict is not as grand, but still numerous. In addition to



the official and semi-official Air Force histories on the subject, Mark Clodfelter’s
The Limits of Air Power: The American Bombing of North Vietnam and Earl H.
Tilford’s Crosswinds: The Air Force’s Setup in Vietnam are two of the more
notable and critical assessments of airpower’s role in the Vietnam conflict.
These works and others place at least partial blame for failure in Vietnam on
the backs of the Airmen who conducted the war. Told through the filter of
Momyer’s life and involvement, this work provides an original perspective on
airpower’s role in Vietnam. There, the complex nature of warfare was never
more evident than in the interplay of the battles fought in the air, the messages
and phone calls between senior operational commanders, the contemplations
and deliberations of political leaders, and the tried and true efforts of the
warriors who did their best to serve as their nation asked. Momyer’s life
experience provides a lens through which that story can be told.

This study is necessarily incomplete, as any work purporting to capture
a life must be. An informed reader will note Momyer’s often contentious
relationship with the Air Force special operations forces in Vietnam is not
addressed. General Harry C. ‘Heinie’ Aderholt, the commander of an air
commando wing in Thailand during Momyer’s time in Vietnam, was an ardent
believer in the power of specialized forces to address the root of the conflict in
Vietnam and an outspoken critic of Momyer’s apparent lack of total support for
that effort. Aderholt’s biography, written by Warren Trest, provides an excellent
read on the topic and good insight into the nature of the disagreement between
the two men. Additionally, a completely chronological approach of Momyer’s
operations in Vietnam is not possible within the scope of this study. The
analysis of specific situations and scenarios of Momyer’s role in the conflict best
illustrate the impact of Momyer’s experiences and thinking on the operational
commander he became in Vietnam.

Momyer’s five year command of Tactical Air Command (TAC), the last of
his active duty assignments before retirement, garners the least coverage by
years to word count ratio of any period in Momyer’s life. The historian Marshal
Michel, among others, has made the case in his excellent book, Clashes: Air
Combat over North Vietnam: 1965-1972, that Momyer’s leadership of TAC was

partially to blame for the lack of preparedness of Airmen in the air combat that



took place in the skies of Vietnam in 1972. Although this study neither aims
nor intends to refute that argument, it does provide the complexity of the tasks
Momyer faced as the man responsible for organizing, training, and equipping
combat forces for the battle being fought in Vietnam as well as the potential of
future conflict with the Soviet Union. In many ways, the lessons Momyer
applied from combat in Vietnam were the actions that shaped the forces that
would do battle in the skies over Iraq in 1991. Although command of the
organization he was assigned to through much of his career was the crowning
achievement of his active duty military career, he found continued employment
with the Air Force in the formal assessment and recording of lessons learned
from the Vietnam conflict. It was those efforts that not only shaped the way the
Air Force viewed the Vietnam experience, but also provided the foundation for
the construction of Airpower in Three Wars. As one of the only Airmen to lead
forces in combat and write about the philosophies that inspired his actions and
the lessons learned through airpower history, Momyer yet again set himself
apart in the second generation of airpower leaders.

At its very core, this is a story about an Airman and his service to
America. The aim is to present an original contribution to airpower history and
the story of the development of one of airpower’s most influential, but nearly
forgotten, airpower thinkers and leaders. In the last sentence of the foreword of
his book, Momyer wrote, “We mustn’t rely entirely upon yesterday’s ideas to
fight tomorrow’s wars, after all, but I hope our airmen won’t pay the price in
combat again for what some of us have already purchased.” 3 These words are
as true today as they were in 1978, and seem an appropriate way to begin the
journey which follows: the life and times of General William Wallace Momyer,

the leading Airman of the second generation of American airpower leaders.

3 General William W. Momyer, Airpower in Three Wars (Maxwell AFB, AL: Air University
Press, 2003), xiii.



Chapter 1
The Okie from Muskogee

October 1, 1927 was like most cool, cloudy Saturdays in Muskogee,
Oklahoma. On that day, the residents of Eastern Oklahoma awoke and went
about their weekend routine, spending time with family and enjoying the break
from the workweek pace. For one 12-year-old boy, the day was anything but
ordinary. William Wallace Momyer awoke that Saturday morning with
anticipation. The day promised greatness, and he badly needed such a day to
let him escape, if only for a few hours, the pain of a very difficult year. That
morning, the legendary Charles Lindbergh would make an appearance at
Muskogee’s very own Hatbox Field. At precisely 10:30 a.m., the famous aviator
would swoop down on the busy airfield just south of town and address the
crowd gathered to see him. He would only spend an hour on the ground before
taking off again for Little Rock, Arkansas.! William wanted to arrive early to
ensure he had a front row spot for the arrival. Lindbergh’s recent solo non-stop
flight from New York to Paris not only appealed to Momyer’s fascination with
aviation, but it also spoke loudly to his sense of adventure.2

Momyer descended from German immigrants who had set out to find
new opportunities in a new world. His father, also William, was a prominent
lawyer and local politician in Muskogee, Oklahoma, who at 38 had married 23
year old Gertrude Conway. On September 24, 1915, the Muskogee Times
Democrat carried this announcement: “Mr. and Mrs. W. W. Momyer, 565 North
Seventh, announce the birth of a fine son, born Thursday, September 23.73
Their first son would carry on the family name, William Momyer. Little could
his father and mother know that one day he would wear the four stars reserved
for those that hold the most responsibility in the armed services of the United
States. For a young man who would spend the majority of his life studying,

employing, and leading airpower, it seemed appropriate that the front page of

1 “Lindbergh To Be At Muskogee Saturday” The Standard Sentinel, September 30, 1927.
2 General William W. Momyer Oral History, by Lt Col John N. Dick, 31 January 1977, p.
3, K239.0512-1068, IRIS No. 1029788, AFHRA. Momyer speaks fondly of Lindbergh’s
visit to Muskogee — noting that he was in the crowd.

3 “Birth Announcement” Muskogee Times Democrat, September 24, 1915. Every current
public source on Momyer has his birth date in 1916. It appears that much as his
father before him, Momyer would go through life with age uncertainty.
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the Muskogee Times Democrat on the date of William’s first birthday carried
reports of the action of the French aviators over the Somme as they engaged in
the aerial battles of World War [. “On the Somme front, French aviators during
the day engaged in a total of fifty-six aerial combats. As a result of this activity
four enemy aeroplanes were destroyed while others were seen falling disabled.”
On the Verdun front, the paper reported, the famous French aviator and ace
Adjutant Lenoir “attacked a German aeroplane at very close quarters and
brought down his opponent within the German lines at a point north of
Douaumont . . . the tenth enemy machine destroyed up to the present time by
Adjutant Lenoir.”™

William’s older sister, Catherine, was three years old at the time of his
birth. It was not long before the family grew once more. The Momyer’s
welcomed another daughter, Mary Joy, into the family in November of 1917,
followed four years later by the arrival of Daniel Conway, the last of their
children.5 Fifteen years older than his bride, William’s father was older than
most fathers with younger children in Muskogee. At the time of Daniel’s birth,
his father was 52 years old, just two years shy of the average life expectancy for
an American male.¢ He had lived a full life of adventure before starting a family
and his first son saw him as larger than life.

The year 1921 brought into existence an airfield that greatly affected the
young William Momyer. On Sunday afternoon, April 24, 1921, the Muskogee
Airplane Company scheduled a show to open its new field on South Fortieth
Street, just a few miles from the Momyer home.” Over 1,000 automobiles and
their occupants packed the local roads on that rainy, windy day in anticipation,
but the weather foiled the show.8 The following Sunday, the weather was better
and a large crowd thrilled to “tall spins, loop-the-loop, falling leaves, and wing-
overs” performed by the stunt pilots.® As he watched with his father, a five and

a half year old William Momyer surely felt nothing less than pure excitement.

4 “French Airships Are Very Active” Muskogee Times Democrat, September 23, 1916
5 “Society and Clubs” Muskogee Times Democrat, November 27, 1917; Oregon Death
Index 1931-1941, Oregon State Library, State of Oregon Death Index, 1991-2000.

6 Charles Lincoln Van Doren, Webster’s Guide to American History (Encyclopedia
Britannica, 1971), 410.

7 “Open Flying Field with Aerial Stunts” Muskogee Times Democrat, April 21, 1921.

8 “Bad Weather Halts Dare Devil Fliers” Muskogee Times Democrat, April 25, 1921.

9 “Parachute Leap is Nearly Fatal” Muskogee Times Democrat, May 2, 1921.
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He was hooked. As he recounted decades later, “I was always at the airfield,
either for an air show or just to hang around.”10

Muskogee had well earned its spot in the aviation pyramid of the day.
Back in 1911, Calbraith Rogers had landed the Vin Fizz’ in Muskogee during
the very first transcontinental flight across the United States. To those that
were on hand as the young aviator emerged from his Wright Flyer, “there came
a sensation as if they had just seen a messenger from Mars.”!! The Creek
Airplane Company first used the airfield site for a flying circus, and in 1920, a
famous World War I aviator put on exhibitions in a Curtiss Jenny for a number
of days.12 Joseph B. Witt and Martin H. Wood opened the field in 1921 and
inventively called it Witt Field.13 The town became a favorite stopover for young
airmen of the fledgling Air Service as they sought to build hours and experience
in the air. It was on one of these flights near the field that one of the aviators,
Captain Charles Oldfield, dubbed the field ‘Hat-Box Field,” “on account of the
similarity of the hangars to ladies’ hat boxes, with the black and white stripes
running vertically.”14

“My first interest in aviation was at Hatbox Field in Muskogee,” Momyer
later recalled. “I used to go out to the airfield, and I would climb through the
De Havillands of World War [.”15 There were more than a few De Havillands at
Hatbox during Momyer’s childhood. The Air Service News Letters of the early
1920’s capture account after account of aircraft stopping through Muskogee.
These early aircraft often had maintenance trouble, leaving them at the field for
days at a time. This gave young William an opportunity that he could not pass

up. For Momyer, the flying spark really went back to “that direct exposure;

10 General William W. Momyer Oral History, by Lt Col John N. Dick, 31 January 1977,
p- 3, K239.0512-1068, IRIS No. 1029788, AFHRA.

11 Fred Culick and Spencer Dunmore, On Great White Wings: The Wright Brothers and
the Race for Flight (Hyperion, New York, 2001), 152.

12 “TLjevre Will Drop 3,000 Feet in Air” Muskogee Times Democrat, July 7, 1920.

13 Wallace F. Waits, Jr. “Hatbox Field” Oklahoma Historical Society’s Encyclopedia of
Oklahoma History and Culture,

http:/ /digital.library.okstate.edu/encyclopedia/entries/H/HA052.html

14 “Army and Navy Air News” Aviation, January 2, 1922, 669

15 General William W. Momyer Oral History, by Lt Col John N. Dick, 31 January 1977,
p. 3, K239.0512-1068, IRIS No. 1029788, AFHRA.
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climbing into the cockpits and being kicked out of the hangar and then coming
back and spending time around the airplanes.”16

There was more activity at the field than just ‘routine’ cross country
arrivals and departures. In April 1924, four Douglas World Cruiser Airplanes
and eight airmen left Seattle Washington in attempt to circumnavigate the
world by air. In early September, they arrived back on the American continent
with one less airplane and a book of adventures. They spent the remainder of
September making their way back across the United States.!” On September
10, officials announced “the six American army flyers who have virtually
completed the first trip around the world by air, will drop down on Muskogee
early next week while making the last lap of their historical flight.”!8 On
September 18, just days before William’s ninth birthday, he watched with
25,000 others as “the globe encirclers appeared over the haze of the north,
circled the field, and landed.”1?

But it was not just the airfield that provided such fertile ground for the
beginnings of Momyer’s love for the sky. Muskogee was an ‘air’ town. One of
the Air Service Lieutenants who stopped by the town in 1923 thanked the
Muskogee Chamber of Commerce for their town’s hospitality during his stay.
“The people of this community want you and all Air Service men to stop over in
this city when possible, even for just an hour or so,” the Chamber replied. “We
simply want you to know that in this city you are among friends, among citizens
that believe in the wonderful possibilities of your branch of the service, and they
are willing to do all possible to make your stop as pleasant as possible.”20

In 1925, Muskogee became one of three American cities to extend “all
possible courtesies to visiting aviators.” Each of the cities issued cards to Air
Service officers, entitling them to “various privileges in the matter of hotel
accommodations, café service and amusements.” The introduction on the

Muskogee card read, “The heart of Muskogee is in the promotion and

16 General William W. Momyer Oral History, by Lt Col John N. Dick, 31 January 1977,
p- 3, K239.0512-1068, IRIS No. 1029788, AFHRA.

17 “First Round the World Flight,” National Museum of the Air Force,

http:/ /www.nationalmuseum.af.mil/factsheets/factsheet.asp?id=751

18 “World Flyers to Pass Over Eufala” Indian Journal, September 11, 1924.

19 “Fliers Given Royal Greeting in Oklahoma” The Perry Journal, September 19, 1924.
20 “Air Service News Letter,” Information Division Air Service, July 10, 1923, p. 21.
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encouragement of the United States Air Service. The entire citizenship holds
the highest respect for the officers and enlisted men. In no community do they
stand in higher esteem.”2! One young Air Service officer who recognized the
special aviation environment of Muskogee was Lieutenant A. C. Strickland.
“Muskogee is a pioneer in the aviation field,” he said to a crowd gathered for the
Muskogee Aviation Club, “Everywhere you go throughout the United States,
Muskogee is known as a city awake in the possibilities of aviation.”?2 Strickland
became the Executive Officer of the Organized Reserve Air Units at Hatbox in
early 1925. Momyer got to know him well in his frequent trips to the field.
Shortly after leaving Hatbox, Strickland piloted one of the refueling aircraft
which famously kept another aircraft dubbed the ‘Question Mark,’ aloft for 150
hours and 40 minutes. One of the men at the controls of the ‘Question Mark’
was Lieutenant Elwood Quesada. Both Strickland and Quesada were destined
to help shape Momyer’s course in life.23

The status of the aviators in Muskogee left an indelible mark on
Momyer’s psyche. Not only was flight exciting, but it led to recognition and
privilege. Growing up around the young aviators in Muskogee also put a
different kind of fire in Momyer. “From the time I was a small kid in the
neighborhood,” Momyer remembered, “I was always involved in fistfights.” As
much as he tried, “I could never get away from them. I did not always win, but
I was always in the middle of them.”24 This competitiveness translated to every
aspect of Momyer’s young life. Whether it was football, track, basketball,
swimming, or horseshoes, Momyer “had that driving determination that I could
do it better than the other guy.”?> Momyer was not, by any stretch, one of the
biggest nor most athletic kids in Muskogee, but fight was in his heart.

On February 24, 1927, just eight months before the famed Lindbergh
would visit Muskogee, the head of the family and William’s beloved father, Mr.

21 “Army Air Service News Letter,” Information Division Air Service, July 8, 1925, p. 10.
22 “Aviation Aides Set 500 Members as Initial Goal” Muskogee Times Democrat, February
26, 1925.

23 Airlift / Tanker Association, “Hall of Fame,”

http:/ /www.atalink.org/HallOfFame/Members/AR_Pioneers.aspx.

24 General William W. Momyer Oral History, by Lt Col John N. Dick, 31 January 1977,
p- 5, K239.0512-1068, IRIS No. 1029788, AFHRA.

25 General William W. Momyer Oral History, by Lt Col John N. Dick, 31 January 1977,
p. 6, K239.0512-1068, IRIS No. 1029788, AFHRA.
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William Momyer, nearly 60, passed away suddenly from a hemorrhage.26 The
death sent a shock through what was still a young family. Catherine, the oldest
at 14, was just beginning to find her own niche as a musical prodigy. William’s
younger siblings, Mary Joy (9) and Daniel (5), lost the impact of a strong father
figure. Although he had learned so much from his father in his first 11 years,
William would pass through his formative adolescent years without his
influence and love. The impact on young William was palpable. Years later,
when an interviewer asked Momyer how old he was at the time of his father’s
death, Momyer responded incorrectly, but without hesitation - 14 years old.
The amount of maturation his father’s death required had a profound impact
even on how old he felt during this difficult time.27

Mrs. Momyer reeled from the shock of losing her husband at a time when
few social structures existed to save the family from a descent into a
hardscrabble life. She fell for Maurice Moxley, a drifter who passed through
Muskogee not long after her husband’s death. He was a blue eyed, gray haired
Army veteran of dark complexion who rode the rails from town to town.28 Born
in 1884 in Brooklyn, New York, Maurice had served briefly in the Army during
World War I and again from 1920 to 1924.29 For the next few years, Maurice
bounced in and out of Homes for Disabled Soldiers, mostly in the American
west, and eventually landed in Muskogee about the time William Momyer

passed away.30

26 Cemetery records,

http:/ /www.usgennet.org/usa/ok/county/muskogee/cemeteries/greenhill/mnames.pd
f

27 General William W. Momyer Oral History, by Lt Col John N. Dick, 31 January 1977,
p- 5, K239.0512-1068, IRIS No. 1029788, AFHRA.

28 Ancestry.com. U.S. National Homes for Disabled Volunteer Soldiers, 1866-1938
[database on-line|. Provo, UT, USA: Ancestry.com Operations Inc, 2007. Original data:
Historical Register of National Homes for Disabled Volunteer Soldiers, 1866-1938;
(National Archives Microfilm Publication M1749, 282 rolls); Records of the Department
of Veterans Affairs, Record Group 15; National Archives, Washington, D.C.

29 Year: 1910; Census Place: Brooklyn Ward 29, Kings, New York; Roll: T624_982;
Page: 14B; Enumeration District: 0933; Image: 952; FHL Number: 1374995.
Ancestry.com. 1910 United States Federal Census [database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA:
Ancestry.com Operations Inc, 2006.

30 Ancestry.com. U.S. National Homes for Disabled Volunteer Soldiers, 1866-1938
[database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA: Ancestry.com Operations Inc, 2007. Original data:
Historical Register of National Homes for Disabled Volunteer Soldiers, 1866-1938;
(National Archives Microfilm Publication M1749, 282 rolls); Records of the Department
of Veterans Affairs, Record Group 15; National Archives, Washington, D.C.
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In August 1929, just over two years after the death of the elder Momyer,
Maurice Moxley and Gertrude married.3! Sticking to his nomadic ways,
Maurice moved Gertrude to Washington, breaking up the family. Seventeen
year-old Catherine moved to Tulsa to live with Gertrude’s sister; Mary Joy, 12,
moved to Oklahoma City to live with another aunt and uncle on Gertrude’s side
of the family, and William and Daniel moved to Seattle, Washington with their
mother and Maurice.32 William was almost 15. His father’s death had turned
the family upside down. In 1930, William found himself in a new state with his
brother, his mother, who now identified herself as a Christian Science
Practitioner, and a disabled drifter who now called himself an interior
decorator.33

William made the most of the situation. To fend for himself and provide
for his family, Momyer took on a job as a paper delivery boy for the Seattle
Times. His district manager called him “one of the most reliable carrier-
salesmen we’ve ever had.”?* Momyer, he said, “was ‘on his toes’ all the time; he
whipped in and out of that station in less time than you’d think it would take to
load up for his route.” As the manager remembered, “Everybody liked Bill . . .
He had every carrier’s chance for leadership and he made the most of it.”35

William attended Broadway High School in Seattle and balanced his time
with his newspaper job and sports. Although Momyer later remembered, “when

I went to high school, I had to work so the athletics kind of went by went by the

31 http:/ /www1l.odcr.com/detail.php?Case=051-MLI%203100309&County=051- from
on demand court records on the web

32 Year: 1930; Census

Place: Tulsa, Tulsa, Oklahoma; Roll: 4661251; Page: 8A; Image: 430.0; Family History
Library Film: 2341669. Ancestry.com. 1930 United States Federal Census [database on-
line]. Provo, UT, USA: Ancestry.com Operations Inc, 2002; Year: 1930; Census Place:
Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, Oklahoma; Roll: 4661234; Page: 13A; Image: 884.0; Family
History Library Film: 2341652. Ancestry.com. 1930 United States Federal Census
[database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA: Ancestry.com Operations Inc, 2002;

Year: 1930; Census Place: Seattle, King, Washington; Roll: 4547449; Page: 13A;

Image: 420.0; Family History Library Film: 2342232. Ancestry.com. 1930 United States
Federal Census [database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA: Ancestry.com Operations Inc, 2002.
33 Year: 1930; Census Place: Brooklyn (Districts 501-750), Kings, New

York; Roll: 4638814; Page: 11B; Image: 406.0; Family History Library Film: 2341263.
Ancestry.com. 1930 United States Federal Census [database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA:
Ancestry.com Operations Inc, 2002.

34 “Ace War Flyer Was Ace Carrier for the Times” Seattle Sunday Times, June 13, 1943.
35 “Ace War Flyer Was Ace Carrier for the Times” Seattle Sunday Times, June 13, 1943.
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board,”36 he remained competitive in sports. Among other things, he competed
in track, namely shot put and pole vault.3” In June of 1933, Momyer
graduated.3® Not long after, Maurice quickly left the town and what was left of
the Momyer family. Gertrude and the boys did not hear from him again, and by
September, he was back to his drifting ways and incarcerated in Reno, Nevada
on charges of writing bad checks.39

In the fall of 1933, Momyer started college at the University of
Washington, at first keeping his newspaper route to help pay bills.40 To his
mother’s surprise, at the end of his sophomore year, on June 15, 1935, Momyer
married Marguerite C. Wilson. The two began married life at the King County
Courthouse on Third Avenue in Downtown Seattle. They made a handsome
couple. Pat, as she was known to most, was a year and a half older than her
husband and a striking woman. An artist and talented pianist originally from
Salt Lake City, Pat absolutely floored William, and their union would stand the
test of time and separation.*!

Just shy of twenty years old, Momyer had married four years earlier than
the national average of the time. He was young, but he had the discipline to
continue his studies at the University of Washington, a task that grew again in
challenge when, on February 8th, 1936, William and Pat welcomed the light of
their lives into the world: Jean Momyer, often called Billie Jean by those who
knew her best, was the first and only child for the Momyer family. For William,
a beautiful baby girl grabbed hold of his heart as only a daughter can capture
the heart of her father. It was a special bond that began then, and lasted for

many, many years to follow.#2 The untimely death of his father, a young

36 General William W. Momyer Oral History, by Lt Col John N. Dick, 31 January 1977,
p- 5, K239.0512-1068, IRIS No. 1029788, AFHRA.

37 “Tigers Worried While Planning Track Program” Seattle Daily Times, April 13, 1932.
38 “Seattle High Schools Graduate 3,700” Seattle Daily Times, June 14, 1933.

39 “Goes to Jail for Bad Check” Reno Evening Gazette, September 27, 1933.

40 “Ace War Flyer Was Ace Carrier for the Times” Seattle Sunday Times, June 13, 1943.
41 Washington State Digital Archives, Washington Marriage Record,

http:/ /media.digitalarchives.wa.gov/WA.Media/jpeg/F2BBCDA9 12EF7BC5C8248196C
FF5ACE1_1.jpg

42 Voter Registration Lists, Public Record Filings, Historical Residential Records, and
Other Household Database Listings, Ancestry.com. U.S. Public Records Index, Volume 2
[database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA: Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2010.

Voter Registration Lists, Public Record Filings, Historical Residential Records, and Other
Household Database Listings
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marriage, and fatherhood matured Momyer well before his peers. Across these
early years of life, absolute focus and serious resolve were required for
Momyer’s success.

Following his junior and senior year at the University of Washington,
Momyer prepared to leave college for the real world. It was a world without
great promise. The Great Depression still gripped the nation, and the
unemployment rate jumped back to nineteen percent as Momyer prepared for
graduation.*3 At 2 o’clock in the afternoon on Monday, June 14th, 1937,
Momyer’s mother, brother, wife, and infant daughter watched with thousands
of other relatives, families, and friends as William and 1,391 other college
graduates walked across the stage and received their Bachelor degrees.+* As he
closed his eyes and listened to the Benediction delivered by the Reverend
Alexander Winston, he reflected back on all he had lived to get to this point.
Surely, he walked out of that building with satisfaction in his soul and

determination on his face. His father would have been so proud.

43 Norman Frumkin, Recession Prevention Handbook, Eleven Case Studies, 1948-2007,
(M.E. Sharpe, Inc., New York, 2010), 84.
44 “1,884 Students To Get Degrees at U. of W.” Seattle Sunday Times, June 13, 1937.
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Chapter 2
Pursuit Pilot

“Flying Cadets Needed” announced the newspaper. It was early 1938
and newspapers all over the land ran this short article. “More aviation cadets
are urgently wanted by the War Department,” it read. “232 unfilled vacancies
exist for the March flying cadet class at the air corps training center, Randolph
Field, Texas.”! In the state of Washington, an Air Corps recruiting board found
a very willing volunteer — Mr. William Momyer. Momyer began his service at a
time when airpower was still finding its place in national defense. Nearly
thirteen years earlier, the airpower maverick, Billy Mitchell, faced court martial
for his controversial statements about the Army and Navy’s inattention to
airpower’s potential. Not much had changed since. During Momyer’s first four
years of service, he saw a force grow in size and capability before launching
headlong into war against the Axis powers. Momyer’s timing made him among
the last to enter the ‘small force,’ placing him in the more experienced and
senior minority when the force began to grow as the war loomed. Just as he
had done in childhood, Momyer took on the responsibilities of officers normally
more senior and more experienced. First, however, he had to pass the test of
military pilot training.

Flying Cadet William W. Momyer began training at Randolph Field near
San Antonio, Texas on March 1, 1938. He and 296 other Flying Cadets were
beginning an incredible adventure.? Designated Class 39-A, signifying they
were the first class scheduled to graduate in 1939, they were to that time the
largest class of Flying Cadets in the history of the Air Corps Primary Flying
School.3 Randolph Field was an exciting place to be in 1938. Often called the
West Point of the Air, “perhaps at no other place are there as many persons so
vitally interested in all phases of flying.”# The base itself was a sight to behold.
Unlike many other hastily created fields of the time, the United States Army
built Randolph with the idea of creating a permanent air station. The

beautifully landscaped base was laid out in concentric circles with the officers’

1 “Flying Cadets Needed,” The Entiat Times, February 3, 1938.

2 “Air Corps Newsletter,” The Office of the Chief of the Air Corps, March 1, 1938. p. 8.

3 “Air Corps Newsletter,” The Office of the Chief of the Air Corps, March 16, 1938. p. 14.
4 “Air Corps Newsletter,” The Office of the Chief of the Air Corps, June 1, 1938. p. 12.
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club at the center. The 170-foot tower of the administration building was
affectionately called ‘The Taj Mahal’ by the fliers because its strangely out of
place appearance could be seen for miles and miles. Four large landing fields
surrounded the central campus.5

The training was an intense one-year course of study. The Training
Center, the organization responsible for oversight of the comprehensive
program, controlled operations at both Randolph and nearby Kelly Field. The
schooling was divided into three equal stages of four months. The first two,
primary and basic, were conducted at the Primary Flying School at Randolph
Field. For the final stage, the young aviators moved just a few miles away to the
Advanced Flying School at Kelly Field, also in San Antonio.®

Although Momyer signed up for flying training, he was quickly reminded
that he was also joining the military. For the first two weeks in March, Momyer
felt the brunt of the watchful eye and criticizing manner of the upper class of
flying cadets as they put his class through infantry, platoon, and company
drills and taught them the customs of the new combat arm. After two weeks of
intense training, the young aviators-to-be marched to the flight line to meet
their instructors. From that moment forward, they were fully immersed in
aviation. They took classes in aerodynamics, the theory of engines,
mathematics, and radio. Each week they balanced the challenges of flying,
ground school, calisthenics, and athletics. Saturdays brought the extra bonus
of a parade and an inspection.?

The fear of not finishing the course weighed heavy on the mind of many
of the students who arrived in San Antonio. Reportedly, instructors counseled
students not to worry too much if they did get eliminated from training — “the
standards were so high, only the most gifted could meet them.”® Much later in
life, Momyer was asked if he was worried about getting eliminated from the
program. “Yes,” he replied, “I think you worried about doing something stupid.”

Momyer remembered the instructors used to watch the landings and bet beers

5 Rebecca Hancock Cameron, Training to Fly: Military Flight Training 1907-1945 (Air
Force History and Museums Program, 1999), p. 253.

6 “Air Corps Newsletter,” The Office of the Chief of the Air Corps, September 15, 1937. p.
15.

7 “Air Corps Newsletter,” The Office of the Chief of the Air Corps, March 16, 1938. p. 14.
8 Walter J. Boyne, “They Wanted Wings,” Air Force Magazine, February 2009, p. 70.
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on who would land properly. This got into the heads of the student fliers, often
causing them to “level off a little high and stall it in.” Just one “of those stupid
mistakes and the next thing you know, you are riding the stage” out of town.®
But for many cadets it was more than the fear of ‘washing out.” It was
also the fear of what the future held if they succeeded. The words of a young
officer aviator at the time captured the essence of the thoughts running through
the mind of an aviation cadet. “If I remember rightly, the thought uppermost in
a Flying Cadet’s mind aside from ‘can I get through the course?’is ‘suppose I do
get out of Kelly with embroidery over the left pocket [aviator wings]. What have I
got?” Many doubted their future, “Have I made a ring-tailed monkey of myself
by tossing away some of my best years learning to be a birdy and go by-by in
the clouds when [ might have spent the time moving in on the ground floor of
the job at which I'll spend the rest of my life?” Although he could not answer
these questions, this pilot believed, “anyone who goes down to Randolph and
gets through Kelly is mildly insane. For that reason, if for no other, he will
enjoy life more than the other fellow from there on out, come what will.”10
Momyer’s training at Randolph took place in two-seat Consolidated PT-3s
and North American BT-9s.1! The first solo flight came shortly after the class
began flying. One of Momyer’s classmates, Charles Bond, later an ace with the
Flying Tigers in China, remembered that for him the first solo followed just six
hours of instruction when his instructor simply, “climbed down from the rear
seat and said, ‘Take it around the field, Bond, and land back here.”12 Momyer
soloed even earlier. His primary instructor, S. D. ‘Rosie’ Grubbs, prided himself
on the ability to solo his students before anyone else. He had a bet with the
other instructors, and won time and time again. “He didn’t care what happened

to you,” Momyer remembered, “he was going to win the bet.”13

9 General William W. Momyer Oral History, by Lt Col John N. Dick, 31 January 1977, p.
16, K239.0512-1068, IRIS No. 1029788, AFHRA.

10 “Ajr Corps Newsletter,” The Office of the Chief of the Air Corps, September 15, 1937.
p- S.

11 “Ajr Corps Newsletter,” The Office of the Chief of the Air Corps, October 1, 1938. p.
17.

12 Charles R. Bond and Terry H. Anderson, A Flying Tiger’s Diary (Texas A&M University
Press, College Station, 1988), p. 14.

13 General William W. Momyer Oral History, by Lt Col John N. Dick, 31 January 1977,
p. 14, K239.0512-1068, IRIS No. 1029788, AFHRA.
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Momyer also remembered ‘Rosie’ did a lot of yelling. In those days, the
only way to communicate between the student and instructor was through a
gosport-type helmet.1* The instructor spoke into a tube connected to a line that
ran to the ears of the student. Because the airplane was so loud, the instructor
reduced the power of the engine to make it possible for instructor and student
communication over the slightly reduced noise. Of course, that meant that the
airplane would lose altitude, so verbal communication was kept at a minimum.
The fliers compensated by using a variety of hand gestures and signals.15 Still,
Momyer remembered Rosie’s yelling.

As they progressed through their training at Randolph, the student pilots
got the opportunity to ballot for particular aviation specialties they would
undertake in their Advanced Training at Kelly. At the time, the choices were
observation, bombardment, attack, and pursuit. With Rosie’s yelling
reverberating in his ear, Momyer aimed for pursuit. “I didn’t want another guy
telling me how to fly,” Momyer said later, “and I think that is characteristic of
fighter pilots.”1¢ Momyer also remembered there was an old adage for the
selection process. “If you were a really smart guy but you could not fly, they
would put you in bombardment. If you could fly but you did not have any
brains, they would put you in pursuit; and if you did not have any brains and
could not fly, they would put you in observation.”!” A writer for a popular
magazine of the day characterized the pursuit pilot in this way: “To be a pursuit
pilot you’ve got to be a motor-cycle rider or an outboard motor-boat racer at
heart. You've got to be scrappy, and you’ve got to be small.”18

A small and scrappy Momyer reported to Kelly Field for Advanced Flying
School on October 8, 1938. On that day, 166 Flying Cadets remained out of the
296 who had begun the training at Randolph. In addition, there were four

Regular Army officers and six National Guard officers making a total of 176

14 General William W. Momyer Oral History, by Lt Col John N. Dick, 31 January 1977,
p- 14, K239.0512-1068, IRIS No. 1029788, AFHRA.

15 Rebecca Hancock Cameron, Training to Fly: Military Flight Training 1907-1945 (Air
Force History and Museums Program, 1999), p. 257.

16 General William W. Momyer Oral History, by Lt Col John N. Dick, 31 January 1977,
p- 13, K239.0512-1068, IRIS No. 1029788, AFHRA.

17 General William W. Momyer Oral History, by Lt Col John N. Dick, 31 January 1977,
p. 13, K239.0512-1068, IRIS No. 1029788, AFHRA.

18 Hickman Powell, “Pursuit Pilot,” Popular Science, May 1941, p. 55.
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students. These students separated into the four different specialized programs
— 46 to Attack, 40 to Bombardment, 24 to Observation, and 66 to Pursuit.1?

The region was going through a terrible dry spell at the time, and on
their first flying day of advanced training, “Kelly Field was so hidden in the dust
at times that it required extreme caution by the students and numerous
approaches on some landings before the plane successfully reached the
ground.”% A great deal of the dust was due to the fact that Kelly, unlike
Randolph, was a relatively austere field: the wooden hangars were World War I
vintage; the landing strip covered in Bermuda grass and dirt.2! The new
location was not the only source of consternation. Momyer was also not fond of
his assigned pursuit section instructor. “Unfortunately, the guy I had as a
pursuit instructor was an old observation pilot,” he remembered, “as a result,
the students were much more aggressive than the instructor.” Typically, each
instructor took out five students at a time in two formations of three aircraft for
training flights. Momyer and his fellow future pursuit pilots put their assigned
instructor “on edge all the time because we flew too close on him.”22

After months of hard work and dedication, Wednesday, February 1st
dawned.23 Momyer and 62 other new lieutenants officially became not only
‘Airplane Pilot,” but also garnered the title of pursuit pilot. Colonel Clarence L.
Tinker provided the graduation address for the new officers. A former
Commandant of the Advanced Flying School, Tinker was the father of Second
Lieutenant Clarence L. Tinker, Jr., also graduating with Momyer on that
February Day. Although Tinker promised ‘to be brief,” he regaled the crowd
with his observations on flying and military life. He first challenged the men to
continue a pursuit of excellence in flying. “There is no successful pilot,” he
said, “regardless of his age and the amount of his experience, that does not

learn something from each new cross-country flight or each new tactical

19 “Ajr Corps Newsletter,” The Office of the Chief of the Air Corps, October 15, 1938. p.
3.

20 “Ajr Corps Newsletter,” The Office of the Chief of the Air Corps, November 15, 1938.
p- 1.

21 Rebecca Hancock Cameron, Training to Fly: Military Flight Training 1907-1945 (Air
Force History and Museums Program, 1999), p. 257.

22 General William W. Momyer Oral History, by Lt Col John N. Dick, 31 January 1977,
p.- 15, K239.0512-1068, IRIS No. 1029788, AFHRA.

23 “Ajr Corps Newsletter,” The Office of the Chief of the Air Corps, February 15, 1939. p.
4.
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mission.” But being an officer was about more than being an excellent aviator;
leadership and loyalty were essential ingredients as well. “Show me the unit
whose commander is intensely loyal to his men, and I will accept their loyalty
and discipline as unquestionable,” for “loyalty downward automatically
produces loyalty upward.” He closed his formal remarks with a solemn
reminder, “in exercising command over other men, we should ever be watchful
that we act with understanding and justice and with a complete lack of bluster
and pomp.”?* That night, the new graduates and their guests enjoyed a buffet
supper at the Officers’ Mess. A dance followed, lasting well into the night.25

A great number of new aviators marked graduation with another
important event: marriage. On February 9th, Momyer served as an usher in the
wedding of his classmate, Lieutenant John Evans.26 A week later, a San
Antonio newspaper reported a marriage license had also been issued to another
Kelly graduate and his sweetheart; William W. Momyer and Marguerite C.
Wilson.27 Although the two were already husband and wife, they used that date
the rest of their lives for their official marriage. The nearly four-year disparity
had a simple explanation. At that time, married men were not allowed into
flight training. Momyer had begun his military career with a lie, but it was one
that established an essential truth: Pat sacrificed her time and even her status
to provide William the opportunity to serve his country. It was a sacrifice that
both she and the now three-year-old Jean made many times over the course of
Momyer’s long career. Pat and William kept their second wedding low key.
Although the Air Corps Newsletter listed the “25 casualties amongst the ranks
of the young bachelors in the graduating class,” Momyer was not among them.28

All of the new lieutenants stayed on duty at Kelly Field until receiving
news of their next assignments. At the time, there were 15 possible locations
where a new aviator of any branch could be assigned. In mid-February 1939,

Momyer and 33 others received orders to the 8th Pursuit Group at Langley

24 “Air Corps Newsletter,” The Office of the Chief of the Air Corps, February 15, 1939. p.
4.

25 “Air Corps Newsletter,” The Office of the Chief of the Air Corps, February 15, 1939. p.
5.

26 “Evans-Weber Rites are Held,” San Antonio Express, February 12, 1939.

27 “Marriage Licenses,” San Antonio Light, February 16, 1939.

28 “Ajr Corps Newsletter,” The Office of the Chief of the Air Corps, February 15, 1939. p.
7.
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Field, Virginia.2® The Momyer’s arrived in the Tidewater and settled into a
modest apartment in the Olde Wythe neighborhood of Hampton, Virginia. The
process of moving into Apartment 11A of the Kecoughtan Court Apartments
marked the first of many military moves for the young couple and their
daughter. Located just blocks from the historic Hampton Roads and sharing a
block with a brand new grocery store and movie theater, the apartments were
the place to live for young couples.30 Many Langley aviators resided in the same
complex. Lieutenant Hubert Zemke lived in Apartment 63B. ‘Hub,’ as those
who flew with him knew him, was Momyer’s squadron mate and later become
an ace and famous Group Commander in World War II.31

At the end of the 1930s, Langley Field was a beehive of activity, the home
of one of the three active flying wings in the Air Corps. Langley’s 2nd Wing
controlled units at four disparate airfields, but the majority of the Wings’ units
were at Langley, including the 2d Bombardment Group, the 8th Pursuit Group,
and the 41st Observation Squadron.32 Among the offices stationed there when
Momyer reported were Lieutenant Colonel Robert Olds and Lieutenant Curtis
Lemay, both of the 2nd Bomb Group. The two were already icons at the field
and in the service. Momyer soon knew them on sight. He could not then have
known the impact those two names would have later in his career.

Momyer’s own 8th Pursuit Group consisted of three Pursuit squadrons,
the 33rd, 35th, and 36th. The squadrons were just beginning to take delivery
of the new P-36 to replace the PB-2A.33 Although Momyer wore wings, he now
had to learn the trade of a combat pursuit pilot. During his first year at
Langley, he mastered the P-36, which meant hours of training in acrobatics, air
navigation, aerial gunnery, bombing, individual combat formation flying,
instrument flying, night flying, and radio communication.3* After a year of

flying the P-36, aviators at Langley looked forward to the new and more capable

29 “Ajr Corps Newsletter,” The Office of the Chief of the Air Corps, March 1, 1939. p. 8.
30 http: / /www.oldewythehistory.com/photo_gallery/businessandplaces.php

31 “Hill’s Newport News City Directory,” 1939, p. 620.

32 Maj Gen James F. McKinney, Adjutant General, USA, to all Corps Area Commanders,
et al., “General Headquarters Air Force,” 21 December 1936, Supporting Document 15
in “History of Langley Field, 1 March 1935 to 7 December 1941.”

33 “Air Corps Newsletter,” The Office of the Chief of the Air Corps, March 1, 1939, p. 17.
34 Rebecca Hancock Cameron, Training to Fly: Military Flight Training 1907-1945 (Air
Force History and Museums Program, 1999), p. 289.
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P-40, a faster aircraft due to the sleeker surface area of the in-line versus the
radial engine. The War Department had recently decided to purchase 524 P-
40s at a cost of $22,929 each, the largest single fighter order to that time. The
first of these new P-40s was flown on April 4, 1940 and deliveries soon began to
Langley Field.35 On June 19, 1940, Second Lieutenant Momyer proceeded to
Patterson Field, Ohio, where he and five other officers of the 35th Pursuit
Squadron spent a number of weeks assisting in the accelerated service tests of
the squadron’s newest airplanes.36
In all, twenty-eight officers from Langley participated in these tests,

which represented a new, expedient way of doing business in the rapidly
growing Air Corps.37 It was no accident that Lieutenant Momyer was one of
those chosen. “The men were chosen carefully with a view to their fitness for the
task, the idea being that the younger and less experienced officers, were
considered personally suitable for the job, would obtain an accelerated flying
experience for themselves as well as the airplane.”38 In addition to the great
amount of time spent with the new aircraft, Momyer also had the added benefit
of consulting with the aircraft-manufacturing representatives who could give
him a better understanding of the systems of the P-40.39

Within a year Momyer was again on the move. In 1938, when General
Henry ‘Hap’ Arnold became chief of the Air Corps, he decided to broaden the
intelligence function of the Air Corps and gather data on Allied equipment and
procedures.*© One of Arnold’s young officers in the intelligence division in the
Office of the Chief of Air Corps and a former advisor to the Argentine air force,
Major Elwood Quesada, identified Lieutenant Momyer as a promising young
officer for attaché duty. In a joint interview much later in life, the two recalled
the circumstances of the assignment. “At the time [ was in a fighter group, and

I was sent, under the cover of being an air attaché, out to the Western Desert,”

35 Robert F. Dorr, Air Combat: An Oral History of Fighter Pilots (Penguin Group, New
York, 2006), p. 15.

36 “Air Corps Newsletter,” The Office of the Chief of the Air Corps, July 15, 1940, p. 2.

37 “Air Corps Newsletter,” The Office of the Chief of the Air Corps, August 15, 1940. p. 4.
38 “Air Corps Newsletter,” The Office of the Chief of the Air Corps, August 15, 1940. p. 4.
39 “Air Corps Newsletter,” The Office of the Chief of the Air Corps, August 15, 1940. p. 4.
40 Craven and Cate, Army Air Forces in WWII, vol. 2, 3-4, 480.
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Momyer remembered.4l On March 23, 1941, Lieutenant Momyer departed the
United States for Cairo, Egypt.42 The trip took nearly a month. Officially,
Momyer and other officers and enlisted men were responsible for outfitting,
training, and equipping the British Air Force with the P-40; unofficially, they
also reported to Washington on the progress of the war in the Western Desert.
When he arrived in Egypt, Momyer remembered, “Greece had been evacuated,
and Crete had fallen, and the British had practically no airplanes at all in the
Western Desert.”#3 Indeed, the situation in Egypt on Momyer’s arrival in April
1941 was grim. Most of Western Europe belonged to the Axis powers, and in
North Africa a weary British force was in the midst of a struggle with Germany’s
famed Africa Corps, soon to be led by Erwin Rommel.

In April of 1941, the P-40s from America began to reach the Middle East.
These aircraft were brought by ship to Takoradi on the Gold Coast,
reconstructed, and then flown along an old British air route across central
Africa to Khartoum and then on to their bases.4* The British obtained these
aircraft for a counter-offensive and Momyer’s services were in high demand,
although the American Military Attaché in London believed Momyer too young
to perform these important and sensitive duties.45 Like any good military
aviator, Momyer seized upon the opportunity and bargained his way into flying
the P-40 in combat with the RAF. “I equipped the British squadrons with P-40s
and took them up into combat,” Momyer remembered, “then I would go back
and outfit another squadron.”#6

While his combat hours with the British paled in comparison to

Momyer’s later experiences, he was in enough combat to see “what it was like to

41 Richard H. Kohn and Joseph P. Harahan, editors, Air Superiority in World War Il and
Korea (Office of Air Force History, Washington, D.C., 1983), p. 29.

42 Frederick A. Johnsen, P-40 Warhawk (Osceola, Wisconsin: MBI Publishing Company,
1998), 74.

43 Richard H. Kohn and Joseph P. Harahan, editors, Air Superiority in World War II and
Korea (Office of Air Force History, Washington, D.C., 1983), p. 27.

44 H. L. Thompson, New Zealanders with the Royal Air Force, vol. 3 (Wellington:
Historical Publications Branch, 1959), 22.

45 United States Department of State / Foreign relations of the United States diplomatic
papers, 1941. The British Commonwealth; the Near East and Africa

(1941), p. 280-281.

46 General William W. Momyer Oral History, by Lt Col John N. Dick, 31 January 1977,
p. 12, K239.0512-1068, IRIS No. 1029788, AFHRA.
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be shot at and to shoot,”” making him one of America’s few experienced
pursuit pilots a short two years after first donning the uniform and months
before the United States entered the war. During this time, Momyer gained
exposure to the evolving British arguments over the control of airpower. Early
on in British war efforts, Prime Minister Winston Churchill had ruled against
the practice of parceling airpower out to ground armies. He wanted British
airmen to command the airpower that supported the British Army, which in
North Africa meant two men: Arthur Tedder and Maori Coningham. Tedder
commanded all British Air Forces in the region as the air officer commanding
for RAF Middle East, and Coningham had operational control over the Western
Desert Air Force aircraft that provided support for the British Eighth Army. As
preparation for a counter-offensive continued in 1941, the two officers
developed a system of centralized command and control of airpower for the RAF
forces in the Western Desert.48

Although Momyer’s background had prepared him for helping out with
the British P-40s in a technical and tactical sense, he quickly discovered that
he had a lot to learn about the employment of airpower. The Western Desert
was his classroom. The centralized control of airpower, Momyer found, allowed
Tedder and Coningham to move the weight of air effort wherever the situation
dictated. This provided the British the capability to wage a deliberate air
campaign that prioritized air superiority and categorized other important air
missions into interdiction, close air support, and reconnaissance. Coningham
believed air superiority provided freedom for both air forces and ground forces
to pursue their objectives in their respective domains free from significant
interference from enemy air forces, and he was convinced air superiority
required attacks on enemy airfields, the enemy aircraft on those fields, and, of
course, enemy aircraft in the air. Aerial interdiction, often called interdiction or
battlefield isolation, aimed to interrupt the supply lines providing fuel for the
enemy’s ground efforts. In this mission, the British attacked ships, ports,

railroad lines, rail cars, and vehicle convoys to slow the flow of supplies to the

47 General William W. Momyer Oral History, by Lt Col John N. Dick, 31 January 1977,
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enemy front line. Close air support battled the enemy’s ground force from the
air, but in a more direct way than the interdiction mission. In this role,
airpower provided airborne firepower for the ground forces against enemy force
concentrations, and was naturally the ground force’s favorite mission because
the effects were immediate, visible, and assessable. Supporting all of these
tactical missions in some way was reconnaissance. This mission provided the
commander the ability to plan for operations before the battle and assess the
effect of the air campaign during and after the battle. In the years to come, the
British ideation of air power would become a central guiding light for Momyer
and the American air arm.

December 7, 1941 found Momyer in Egypt. The news of the Japanese
attack on Pearl Harbor affected Momyer a bit differently than those at home.
He was already in combat and half a world away, though he now knew the next
time he took to the skies to wage combat in the air, it would be for America.
War had arrived and Momyer was anxious to get back home to rejoin an
American pursuit squadron, a process that took nearly three months.

While he had been away, much had changed: he was no longer a part of
the Air Corps, but was now an officer in the U.S. Army Air Forces, which was in
the midst of expanding 12-fold in material terms and 25-fold in manpower
levels. Though Momyer had barely three years in service, he was one of the
service’s more experienced aviators relative to the influx of new trainees,
making him a logical choice for leadership positions. As a result, he quickly
became the Operations Officer, the second in command, of the 60th Pursuit
Squadron of the 33rd Pursuit Group at Bolling Field, Washington, D.C. Upon
assuming these duties, remembered one pilot, Momyer allowed but two
activities in the operations room: reading technical orders or playing checkers.49

The 33rd Pursuit Group consisted of the 58th, 59th, and 60th Pursuit
Squadrons, and was commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Elwood Quesada, the
same officer who selected Momyer for attaché duty in the Western Desert.
Quesada was a dynamic and forceful leader who, within weeks, took a shine

once again to Momyer and placed him in command of the 58th Pursuit

49 James E. Reed, The Fighting 33rd Nomads in World War II, vol. 1 (Memphis,
Tennessee: Reed Publishers, 1987), p. 86.
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Squadron.5© Momyer was 26 years old, had been in the service for four years,
and was now in command of over 200 personnel defending America and
training for the possibility of war. He assumed responsibility for a P-40 fleet of
24 airplanes. In May of 1942, now-Captain Momyer led his squadron to Mills
Field in San Francisco for temporary duty in connection with West Coast
Defense. By the summer, he returned to Norfolk to assume command of the
33rd Pursuit Group, now as a Major still working for Quesada, who had himself
moved up to assume command of the Philadelphia Air Defense Wing.5! If
command of a squadron was a lot of responsibility, command of a group was a
staggering amount for the young Momyer. There were other group commanders
near Momyer’s age, but Quesada, his predecessor, was ten years his senior.
Once again, Momyer’s assumption of more responsibility brought yet another
level of wisdom and experience. Quesada handpicked Momyer as his
successor. “Momyer to me represents all that American youth should be,”
Quesada wrote to a colleague. “He is energetic, enthusiastic, courageous, and
super-conscientious,” adding, “I cannot recommend Momyer to you too highly .
. . he is by far the best I've had.”s2

As Momyer took command of the 33rd, American and British leaders
agreed on a plan to land in Morocco and Algeria and then press the German
Army in Tunisia. That plan soon became Operation TORCH, the allied invasion
of North Africa. Lieutenant General Dwight D. Eisenhower was tapped to serve
as the Allied Expeditionary Force Commander. Eisenhower’s force consisted of
three separate task groups. Both the Eastern and Central Task Force consisted
of British and American troops and planned to depart from England. The
Eastern Task Force was to land at Algiers; the Central Task Force was to attack

the Algerian port city of Oran; and the Western Task Force, which was
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exclusively American, planned to assault the shores of French Morocco after a
long journey from the east coast of the United States.53

The airpower resources for Operation TORCH were supplied mainly by
Major General Carl Spaatz’s Eighth Air Force, then preparing to start high-
altitude, precision daylight bombing of Germany from the United Kingdom.5*
Spaatz chose Brigadier General Jimmy Doolittle, who was just back from
leading the bombing raid on Tokyo, to head the air contingent for the invasion.
Code-named JUNIOR, the organization responsible for the training and
planning of the air effort was soon designated as the Twelfth Air Force. Under
the Twelfth, Doolittle created a sub-organization to cooperate directly with the
landings of the Western Task Force in French Morocco: XII Air Support
Command (known as XII ASC), commanded by Brigadier General John
Cannon.55 On a trip back to the United States in September, Doolittle worked
to build the strength of the air contingent for TORCH, and particularly the XII
ASC. Momyer’s 33rd, now called a Fighter Group, was one of his first targets.
With that, Momyer garnered the opportunity to lead his men into combat. 56

Momyer’s exposure to early British discussions of the use of tactical
airpower in the Western Desert set a foundation not shared by other American
pilots, who has a general rule had been steeped in the promise and theory of
strategic bombardment at the Air Corps Tactical School. Instead, his
experience provided a lens with which he would observe the soon to come
discussions over the efficient and effective use of American tactical airpower in
the early days of the second World War. With this experience and his selection
to group command, Momyer had accomplished much across a few years in
uniform. Seen in the bigger context of the war, Momyer would be one of the
first commanders of an American fighter organization to take the fight to the

enemy. Many lessons lie ahead.
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Chapter 3
Formative Campaign

Momyer and his group were destined for North Africa. Although the
initial arrival was less than smooth, Momyer and his men learned the first
lesson of combat — no plan survives contact with the enemy. It was a lesson
best learned early and it had great impact on Momyer throughout the rest of his
career. Through these early months in combat, Momyer led a fighter group
through the uncertainty of unclear doctrine and questionable command and
control and into the days of Allied air superiority and an enemy on the run.
North Africa was the shaping drama of Momyer’s early professional career.
Momyer, a key mid-level commander in the Allied tactical air efforts in Tunisia,
would see the evolution of the application of American tactical airpower from a
front row seat.

Although Momyer and the men of the 33rd knew they were destined for
combat, they did not know where. As the fall of 1942 approached, experiment
and practice with catapult operations suggested maritime operations of some
sort, as the memory of one pilot confirmed: “we then knew that we would be
launched from a carrier, but we didn't know our destination."! In early
October, Momyer directed his men to transport eight P-40s to the docks at
Naval Station Norfolk for a rehearsal aboard the Chenango, a fleet oiler recently
converted into an escort carrier.2 Less than a week after that, on October 21,
Momyer ordered his men to fly all seventy-nine of the 33rd Fighter Group’s
aircraft from their dispersed locations to the pier at Naval Station Norfolk,
where for two days the men watched as P-40 after P-40 slowly rose from the
pier, hovered over the Chenango's deck, and then descended gently to rest in its
proper place.3 It was surreal to watch Army Air Force aircraft being loaded onto
a Navy ship. Once all the aircraft were loaded, the fliers spent the night in their

tight quarters on the Chenango.*
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Although he was very proud of the men of the 33rd, Momyer wondered if
they were ready for what lie ahead. The experience level of the group’s pilots
was very low. Most of the pilots had only recently graduated from flight school
and one had crashed and died merely flying to Norfolk.5 Since the attack on
Pearl Harbor, the men of the 33rd Fighter Group had spent the majority of their
time sitting alert for coastal defense, and only the 58th Fighter Squadron had
participated in the large-scale air and ground exercises held in Louisiana and
the Carolinas in 1941.6 None of this was, however, atypical. The 1941-42 Army
Air Force training directive stated, “Emphasis will be placed on training and
operations at altitudes above 20,000 feet, including combat maneuvers, visual
and photographic reconnaissance, aerial gunnery and bombing at or near the
service ceiling of the aircraft.”” Beyond that, no organization or individual in
the Army Air Forces had established a formal strategy for waging an air
campaign. The most recent Army Field Manual, FM 31-35, Aviation in Support
of Ground Forces, focused more on the organization of airpower than its
employment, and called for the air commander to come under the immediate
control of the ground force commander. This lack of combat readiness was not
unique to Airmen. Lieutenant General Leslie J. McNair, commander of the
Army Ground Forces, said in December of 1942, "So far as I know, there is no
U.S. ground unit overseas which had air-ground training before leaving the
U.S., other than the superficial occasions incident to large maneuvers."8

On October 24, 1942, the Chenango left Norfolk with well over one
hundred ships of the Western Naval Task Force, operating under the name

Task Force 34 and under command of Rear Admiral H.K. Hewitt.9 The fliers of
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the 33rd made the best of ship life aboard the Chenango, enjoying the
hospitality of the naval personnel. Just a few days after departing Norfolk, the
Chenango skipper announced the convoy was part of Operation TORCH, the
Allied invasion of North Africa.l® Specifically, Momyer’s group was part of the
Western Task Force, commanded by Major General George S. Patton, Jr. This
task force planned to split into three separate sub-task forces off the coast of
French Morocco. The southern sub-task force was to attack Safi, a small port
southwest of Casablanca in Operation BLACKSTONE. The central sub-task
force was to come ashore at Fedala, a town northeast of Casablanca in
Operation BRUSHWOOD. Lastly, the northern sub-task force, under the
command of General Lucian Truscott, was to land on the beaches of Port
Lyautey, 60 miles to the northwest of Casablanca in Operation GOALPOST.!!
The men of the 33rd Fighter Group were to enter the conflict at Port Lyautey.
Operation GOALPOST had one of the most important and toughest
missions of the invasion. The main objectives of GOALPOST were two airfields:
Port Lyautey and Sale. The airfield at Port Lyautey was the only "all-weather
concrete landing strip in northwestern Africa,” making it a perfect first home in
Africa for the 33rd Fighter Group.!2 In an earlier memorandum to General
Patton, General Canon's adjutant outlined the plan for XII Air Support
Command's support of GOALPOST into four phases. In the first phase, those
members of the 33rd Fighter Group who were not flying airplanes from the
carriers were to assist the assault operations of the rest of the sub-task force,
before transporting aviation supplies to the airfield at Port Lyautey. In the
second phase, the headquarters elements of XII ASC aimed to establish a
command post ashore while combat engineers were to "repair, maintain, and
enlarge" the airfield. In the third phase, ambitiously planned for nightfall of the
first day, the 33rd pilots were to launch from the carrier and help the Navy with

the "destruction of any enemy aircraft and in its close support missions." After
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completing these missions, the 33rd planned to make Port Lyautey home and
be available for air support of the American attack at Casablanca.!3

On November 7, 1942, the task force arrived off the coast of French
Morocco, approximately 30 miles due west of Casablanca. The invasion plan
called for the pilots of the 33rd to fly directly east to Casablanca and then drop
down to low altitude and fly about 90 miles north to the airfield. However, they
were to stay on the deck of the Chenango until the field at Port Lyautey was
secure. Momyer expected the 'all secure' call by the close of the first day, but
securing Port Lyautey turned out to be one of the most difficult tasks of the
entire invasion.!* There were 3,000 French defenders in the area surrounding
Mehdia and Port Lyautey, and capturing Port Lyautey took three days and the
lives of 79 Americans.!5 As these battles raged, Momyer and the other 33rd
pilots waited on the Chenango, ready to take off at a moment's notice. After
November 8th passed without the word to launch, one of the pilots wrote in his
diary, "Things must not be going so good."!¢ Finally, on November 10, Momyer
received the authority to launch his aircraft. He ordered two lieutenants to
launch and check out the field before the main body of aircraft left the ship,
indicating some doubt in Momyer’s mind about the conditions at the field.!?
When these pilots reached Port Lyautey, they found the runway full of craters
from the Allied attacks. Since they could not go back to the carrier, they had
no choice but to land. On landing, one of the aviators sheared the gear from his

airplane and the other nosed over in the mud on the side of the runway.18
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Later, the first wave of 33rd planes had a challenging time landing there as
well, including Momyer, whose own landing gear was damaged.19

This was the not the way for a fighter group commander to arrive in war.
After his own eventful landing, Momyer climbed out of his damaged P-40 to
survey the field. French gunfire still rained down from the surrounding hills.
Realizing the entire landing operation and the fate of his group were in
jeopardy, Momyer assessed the situation on foot and under the heat of enemy
sniper and artillery fire. As he ordered the second wave of P-40s to delay their
arrival, another pilot crashed, his aircraft flipping upside down. Momyer ran
toward the wreckage. Realizing the aircraft could explode into flame at any
moment, he removed the pilot from the tangled metal and moved him to safety.
Momyer’s heroism later earned him the Silver Star, the third-highest combat
military decoration for valor in the face of the enemy.20

Continuous rainfall through the day of the tenth matched the mood of
the men. Although they were glad to be alive, things had not gone well.
Smashed French aircraft and ditched P-40s littered the field, either lying in
bomb craters with broken landing gear or buried deep in the mud. Sniper
bullets whizzed by the ears of the men as they carefully made their way around
the field. A Navy destroyer just off-shore poured shells at the ridge nearby.
Recently arrived support personnel, still weary from their beach assaults,
guarded over S00 French prisoners within the walls of the pink, shelled-out,
and charred hangar on the field. At midnight, the shrill blast of a bugle
sounded across the airfield. The 33rd personnel jumped to action in fear of a
French attack. The words of the 58th Fighter Squadron historian captured the
suspense: “Circling the front of the hangar in horse-shoe formation, the
Squadron sinks on the ground with rifles ready, as a blurring light moves up
the road toward the field. As fingers are tense upon triggers the password is
given . . . and answered. It’s a French general come to sign the treaty of peace.

The 58th’s relieved sigh shatters the silence.”! The Frenchman’s entreaty
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passed from Momyer to a naval officer aboard the Dallas and on to General
Truscott’s headquarters. By 8:00 AM, the battle for Port Lyautey was officially
over.22

Following the treaty, Momyer gave the order to bring the remainder of the
group’s P-40s to the field.23 Of the seventy-seven P-40s launched from the
Chenango, one flew into the sea moments after catapulting, one disappeared in
the fog, one was never heard from again, and seventeen received damage
landing at Port Lyautey.24 For the next few days, the men of the 33rd spent
their days repairing airplanes and getting the field at Lyautey up to speed to
sustain operations. After days of hard work, only five of the airplanes damaged
on landing could be fully repaired.2> On November 14th, thirty-five more pilots
with P-40s arrived at the field. These men were the 'advance attrition' forces,
and included among them Major Philip Cochran, who was well known as the
real-life model for the character Flip Corkin in cartoonist Milton Caniff's
popular comic strip "Terry and the Pirates."26 On November 17th, Momyer left
Port Lyautey with the aircraft of the 59th and 60th Fighter Squadrons for a new
home at Cazes Airfield in Casablanca, where Momyer and the other officers
found rooms in the Suisse and Reserve Hotels in the city while the enlisted
ranks lodged in a large, open hangar.2?

As the 33rd got settled in French Morocco, the Germans began a North
African invasion of their own through Sicily into Tunisia. The airdromes at
Tunis and Bizerte quickly filled with over 150 German and Italian fighters and
dive-bombers. Allied forces, the majority of which had been in the Eastern Task

Force of Operation TORCH, charged eastward in an attempt to forestall the Axis

22 Samuel Eliot Morison, History of United States Naval Operations in World War II:
Operations in North African Waters (Little and Brown, Boston, 1947), 133.

23 History of the 58th Fighter Squadron, p. 50, SQ-FI-60-HI, 15 Jan 1941 — Dec 1943,
IRIS No. 00056741, AFHRA.

24 U.S. Air Force Historical Study No. 114 (AAFRH-14), The Twelfth Air Force in the
North African Winter Campaign: 11 November 1942 to the Reorganization of 18 February
1943, Army Air Forces Historical Office, January 1946, 8; Craven and Cate, Army Air
Forces in WWII, vol. 2, 77.

25 Carl Molesworth, P-40 Warhawk Aces of the MTO (Osprey Publishing, Minneapolis,
2002), 26.

26 U.S. Air Force Historical Study No. 105 (AAFRH-5), Air Phase of the North African
Invasion, Assistant Chief of Air Staff, Intelligence, November 1944, 75.

27 History of the 60th Fighter Squadron, p. 13, SQ-FI-60-HI Oct 1942 — Dec 1943, IRIS
No. 00056791, AFHRA.

33



occupation of Tunisia. The 33rd missed most of this action, and instead spent
their time training a group of Free French aviators. But they did not wait long
to enter the active fray.28

As the Allies attempted their initial push through Tunisia, they learned
distance severely hampered air support for Allied ground troops. The nearness
of the German airfields permitted Axis ground troops to maintain Ju-87 ‘Stuka’
dive-bombers on call within five to ten minutes flying time of the front lines. In
contrast, the nearest Allied bases at Youks-les-Bains, Algeria and Souk-el-Arba,
Tunisia were 150 and 70 miles away from the front lines in the north. At
typical cruise speeds, respective flight times to the front lines were
approximately forty and twenty minutes. This not only resulted in longer
response times, but also very little loiter time over the battlefield before running
low on fuel. The Germans understood this dynamic well. Whenever Allied
aircraft departed, the Stukas reappeared.

As a result, Doolittle pressed to bring more of the Twelfth forward to
support operations in Tunisia. Air Marshal Welsh of the RAF’s Eastern
Command approved Doolittle’s request to begin moving aircraft forward to the
Tebessa region of Eastern Algeria.29 As a part of this deployment, Momyer’s
men moved forward in shifts. In late November the 60th began moving east
from Casablanca, followed on December 6 by those 58th Squadron pilots who
had to cross over 800 miles to reach their new bases closer to Tunisia.3° The
next day, the 58th and 60th flew combat missions over Gabes in Tunisia, a key
Axis seaport for the buildup of forces in Tunisia and the site of one of their
major airfields, Cikhira. On that day, the first anniversary of the Japanese
attack on Pearl Harbor, Momyer lost his first aviator to hostile fire. Lieutenant

Perry Bowser was shot down by heavy enemy anti-aircraft fire as he strafed
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German transport aircraft on the runway at Gabes. The sacrifice of the men of
the 33rd had only just begun.3!

As the 33rd moved in, just over one hundred miles to the north, the
Allied ground push into Tunisia met with difficulty. In a December 3rd report
to the Combined Chiefs of Staff, Eisenhower stated, “We have gone beyond the
sustainable limit of air capabilities in supporting ground forces in a pell-mell
race for Tunisia.”2 Eisenhower ordered all Allied air attacks in the near future
to focus on ports, enemy roads, and “occasional fighter attacks against existing
airfields.”33 Recognizing his air effort was floundering, Eisenhower searched for
a new command arrangement to create the conditions for success. General
Henry Hap Arnold, the Army Air Forces Chief, encouraged Eisenhower to
construct a theater air force headquarters, with Spaatz at the helm. About the
same time, Air Marshal Sir Arthur William Tedder, then serving as the air
officer commanding-in-chief for the Middle East, visited Eisenhower and verified
the disarray of his air situation. Tedder volunteered to take over as the air
theater commander while still maintaining responsibility for British forces in
the Middle East and air operations over the rest of the Mediterranean.
Eisenhower did not initially agree to either arrangement and continued to
search for his preferred solution.3+

After a short stay at Youks, the men of the 58th moved forward to
Thelepte, Tunisia under the command of Major Philip Cochran. Only fifty miles
to the east of Youks, Thelepte was the most forward Allied air base in the
region. The field occupied high flatlands in the western portion of Tunisia
between two north-south mountain ranges known as the Western and Eastern
Dorsal. The terrain at Thelepte was less susceptible to damage from the rains,

and the Germans were, “rather amazed at the rapidity with which the Allies had
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set up adequate airfields in the highly unsuitable terrain.”35 Thelepte's
proximity to the front lines made it one of the most valuable bases of the
Tunisian campaign.

In late December, Momyer moved his headquarters east to join his men
at Thelepte.3¢ This move coincided with the forward deployment of the XII Air
Support Command (XII ASC) as well as a general reorganization of Eisenhower’s
air forces.3” On January 5th, Eisenhower changed General Spaatz’s title to
Commander, Allied Air Force. The reorganization directed unified Allied air
operations and placed Spaatz in charge of both the American Twelfth Air Force
and the British Eastern Air Command. These two commands now split air
operations along functional lines, with the Eastern Air Command responsible
for tactical operations and the Twelfth Air Force responsible for the bombing of
airfields and ports. Although this reorganization moved the Allied air forces
closer to centralized control, poor communications and great distances
continued to hinder the coordination of operations.38

While at Thelepte, the XII ASC set objectives for Momyer’s group in
preparation for a renewed Allied push into Tunisia. The 33rd was to gain air
superiority in the II Corps area of operations, support the ground forces with
both reconnaissance and attacks on enemy troops, and to provide maximum
protection for Allied ground units against enemy air attack. In accordance with
prevailing American air support doctrine, Brigadier General Howard Craig, now
Momyer’s superior as commander of the XII ASC, located his headquarters
adjacent to the II Corps command post on a wooded hillside near Tebessa.
Command arrangements gave II Corps operational control of XII ASC aircraft.
This control determined and often limited the freedom of movement for XII ASC.
On more than one occasion, for instance, Major General Lloyd Freedendall, the

II Corps commander, denied air support to French units under attack less than
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a hundred miles from the field at Thelepte, well within range of Momyer’s
aircraft, in deference to potential air needs for American troops elsewhere.39

The forward position of Thelepte made it not only valuable to the Allies,
but also highly vulnerable to attacks from German aircraft. The men of the
33rd lived either in a ravine approximately a half-hour walk from the open field
where the aircraft were parked, or in the ridges and scrub brush surrounding
the field. Groups of men constructed shelters by digging holes in the ground
and covering them with gasoline drum skeletons. The contingent received
almost daily airfield attacks from both German fighter and bomber aircraft.
Initially, there was no early warning radar and the 33rd depended on warning
calls from French observers in the hills surrounding the airfield. As an added
measure, the 33rd kept two aircraft flying combat air patrol (CAP) at all times
during the daylight hours, and P-40s often fought German aircraft directly over
the field.40

One of Momyer’s first flights in January fit this pattern. On January 4th,
six German Ju-88 bombers attacked the field with Me-109s as escort. When
the attack commenced, Momyer ran to his P-40 and scrambled to meet the
marauders. Moments after the wheels of Momyer’s P-40 left the ground, a
German Ju-88 plummeted to the earth. Momyer’s six .50 caliber machine guns
found their mark.4! Just over 34 years later, Momyer recalled, “I suppose it’s
the same with any other pilot who shoots down his first airplane, the
excitement of it - - your adrenaline runs so high.” After first battling his
increased heart rate, Momyer then took advantage of the quicker response time
brought on by the adrenaline rush, “Finally, I just took both feet off the rudder
and put them back in and started to shoot . . . I think that most guys that have
been in combat probably hold true to that, after the initial exposures, you begin

to take things a little bit more in stride.”2 Despite Momyer's victory, the day’s
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attack was one of the worst since elements of the 33rd had moved forward.43
The next day, a suave General Doolittle paid Momyer and his men a visit, an
impromptu courtesy call which inspired the troops.++

In addition to patrols over the airfield, 33rd pilots primarily engaged in
armed reconnaissance and bomber escort missions. A number of A-20 and DB-
7 medium bombers of the Forty-Seventh Light Bombardment Group shared the
field at Thelepte, and the men of the 33rd escorted the medium bombers mainly
on airfield and port attacks. An account from a January day in the 58th
Fighter Squadron war diary encapsulates the 33rd’s daily experience on the
Tunisian plain:

At mid-day, the Squadron’s ships join in flight with the A-20
bombers to sortie above Sousse where dock installations are
pounced on by the American planes. Two trips are made to this
area today as 11 and 12 P-40s maintain top-cover to the low,
sweeping bombers, that leave fire blazing behind them, as they
streak through flak rising like disintegrating rockets from the
ground. On an hour-and-half fighter sweep down to El Guettar,
the 58th pilots locate no more tanks. They circle up the coast over
Sfax and above the Faid Pass, throw fire on three trucks and a
trailer at the eastern end of the Pass. The struck vehicles smolder
in smoke as the mission cuts back over the hills.45

It was one of these escort missions that brought Momyer more luck in
the air. On the 8th of January, he led a formation of P-40s escorting A-20s in
an attack on a gathering of German trucks near Gabes, just over one hundred
miles to the southeast of Thelepte. Flying high above the A-20 formation,
Momyer watched as four white-nosed Messerschmitts attacked the A-20s,
diving at their tails. Turning into the attackers, Momyer gained the advantage
and fired a heavy burst of gunfire at one of the German aircraft. The Me-109
spiraled to the ground and became Momyer’s second victory of the war.46

Flying the P-40 in combat against the German aircraft required skill and

strategy. Earlier in December, in their first bouts with the Germans, the
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group’s pilots at Thelepte had learned important lessons. They based their
flying formations on the P-40s best defense — a quick turn into the enemy. The
superior climb capability of the Messerschmitts meant that the pilots
structured their formations so one aviator could always search behind for an
attacker.4” The Messerschmitt fighters “were faster, had a better rate-of-climb
and could fly higher than their Curtiss opponents.”® The Focke Wulfe 190s
were even more capable. Momyer later recalled the P-40 was a very good
airplane if used in the conditions it what was intended for. “She’s got range
and guns,” he said, “and at the altitudes we fly she’ll turn inside a 109 or
Focke-Wulfe.” The P-40s usually tried to entice the Axis airplanes to battle
below 12,000’, where “we are hell to dogfight with,” Momyer explained, “the
109’s have found that out.”#®

Although Momyer was the group commander, he was also the group’s
lead tactician. Of all his aviators, Momyer had the most experience with the P-
40, both in combat and in training. He had no option but to take the lead in
the air as well as the ground. The survival of his men depended on it. For
Momyer personally, this situation set the stage for his perspectives on
leadership later in his career. He always sought a way to get into the tactics of
battle — he believed good leadership required it. In the culture of a combat air
organization the same requirement drove an emphasis on leading from the front
of a formation of aircraft. Momyer’s peers, the brigade and battalion
commanders on the ground, were not expected or required to be the best
riflemen or lead their soldiers in small unit tactics, but the senior Airmen in
similar organizations were. This was, and is, the blessing and the bane of the
development of combat leaders in the air.

Throughout January, Momyer and the rest of the 33rd aviators endured
both airfield attacks at Thelepte and attacks in the air from the experienced

pilots of the Luftwaffe. On the 15th of January, the 33rd saw three airfield
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attacks in one day. In the first, four Me-109s strafed the field. Three hours
later, eight more Messerschmitt’s arrived. Later still, 10 Ju-88s descended
upon Thelepte with their load of bombs. On this last attack, the 33rd was
ready. Upon the alert of the approaching attackers, two 59th pilots took to the
skies and met the enemy formations. They downed four enemy aircraft. As the
dust settled, a third 59th pilot got airborne in his P-40 and chased down the
attackers, scoring four more kills.50 For their brave defense of Thelepte that
day, the 33rd received a Distinguished Unit Citation. By then, Craig had rated
Momyer’s group the most capable and reliable in the XII ASC.

Despite these accomplishments and accolades, the constant threat and
stress of the airfield attacks began to take a noticeable toll on Momyer's men.
The group's doctor approached both Momyer and Cochran with his concerns.
Much of what he reported was not news to the two leaders. The enlisted men
were so jittery that many failed to report to work. The pilots were rapidly
becoming fatigued from the high pace and stress of operations at the front. The
medical models for combat stress assumed that aviators flew missions and then
returned to a base free from enemy attack, but without a period of normalcy
between each mission, some of the pilots were beginning to crack. The doctor
recommended a break for the 58th soon. Momyer and Cochran took note but
there was not much they could do. The Allied ground forces needed their
support.5!

On January 26th, Momyer led a mission typical for the group during
January. “The object was to furnish top cover for our group’s troops operation
in the Gafsa sector.”s2 Momyer later expressed his frustration over these
missions and a continuing absence of attacks on German oil fields. “I can recall
right today,” he remembered, “a German airfield at Kairouan, a German airfield
at Sousse, a German airfield at Sfax, and about four others.” These airfields

provided bases for the aircraft that generated the attacks on Thelepte, yet, with
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all of the attacks that the 33rd endured, Momyer recalled there was, “no
offensive actions going on against those German airfields.”s3

Instead, Allied attacks early in the campaign focused on direct cover for
ground troops and interrupting the enemy’s supply chain. Ports, roads, and
shipping took the majority of the Allied effort. The Axis supply routes funneled
to the area surrounding the Cap Bon peninsula of Tunisia. This left them open
to attack from air bases at Malta in the southeast, bases along the African coast
in the west, and Allied naval forces on all approaches. The lack of German
long-range strategic aviation did not permit the Axis the same opportunity.
Although the Allied supply lines covered longer distances, they were much less
exposed to enemy attack.

Recognizing the great need for supplies, the Axis shifted a great deal of
their air effort toward escort duty for the convoy trips from Italy. Hitler, himself,
“issued specific orders regarding the strength of air escorts in the future.”
Already in mid-January, Von Arnim, the commander of the German Fifth
Panzer Army, complained of a shortage of ammunition and inadequate supply
transport facilities. He estimated the supply requirements for the combined
Axis forces at 150,000 tons per month, while he thought the best they could
realistically hope for was 80,000 tons. Rommel went as far to request, “In view
of the precarious situation in which the Army Group now finds itself, I request
an immediate decision as to the continued conduct of operations in Tunisia.”
Superior headquarters ordered Rommel to continue the fight. 54

In late January, Eisenhower decided to keep II Corps in reserve in
Tebessa. The British Eighth Army was still travelling west to catch up with
Rommel in southern Tunisia near the Mareth line. Eisenhower decided to wait
on pushing the II Corps forward to Gabes as called for in his initial winter
campaign plans.55 Almost simultaneously, the Germans in central Tunisia

began to focus attacks on the French center sector. Momyer learned this from
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a reliable source. On the 30th of January, a French Maryland bomber circled
over Thelepte and subsequently came in for a landing. As the airplane rolled
slowly to a stop, French General Henry Giraud, the leader of the French forces
in Tunisia, stepped out. Momyer greeted him and escorted him to the
operations dugout. There, Giraud, Momyer, and Cochran poured over the maps
to gain an understanding of what lie ahead. Giraud knew the reputation of the
33rd and he wanted Momyer's help.56

Eisenhower, realizing that he could no longer effectively coordinate
actions from afar, placed British Army General Kenneth Anderson in charge of
coordinating the three Allied sectors. Eisenhower also centralized air support
for Allied ground troops by establishing an Allied Air Support Command with
USAATF Brigadier General Laurence Kuter in charge under Anderson. Kuter
now had centralized control of both Allied ground support aviation groups, the
XII ASC and the British 242 Group. With this change, Kuter could direct more
of the XII ASC and 33rd’s operations toward the French sector. Freedendall’s II
Corps could no longer withhold air assets in reserve while other sectors
required air support.57

As January turned to February, Momyer's men continued to feel the
impact of combat operations at the foremost Allied field. Both the constant Axis
attacks on Thelepte and flight operations under what was, for all practical
purposes, Axis air superiority, took its toll on the 33rd in manpower and
materiel. Momyer’s P-40s were outnumbered on nearly every mission they flew.
In one particularly disastrous reconnaissance mission over the battle area on
February 2, six P-40s of the 59th encountered over 35 Ju-87s and Me-109s.
Only one P-40 returned safely to Thelepte. It was, “a truly disastrous day.”s8

Despite the Axis powers greater combat experience, the 33rd managed to
achieve an exchange ratio of one downed Axis aircraft for each P-40 they lost.

Although the results were the best that could be hoped for in the given
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conditions, it was not a sustainable tempo. As the official history put it, the XII
ASC’s “most experienced and most effective fighter unit had finally either to
receive replacements or be relieved.”s® On February 9th, the 31st Fighter Group
arrived at Thelepte with Spitfires. Momyer received orders to withdraw the
33rd from the front for reorganization and a well-deserved rest.© They were not
sorry to go. To the 31st, the 59th historian wrote, “They have our deepest
sympathy and sincerest best wishes.”61

Traveling by way of Youks Les Bains field in Algeria where the 60th
Fighter Squadron was operating, the men of the 33rd looked forward to a break
in the action. During the 33rd’s absence from Tunisia, the Allied air forces were
reorganized yet again. Earlier in January, Allied military and political leaders
met at Casablanca to discuss war strategy. At the conference, General
Eisenhower presented his plans for the reorganization of the Allied forces.
Eisenhower noted that since Montgomery was driving Rommel into southern
Tunisia, the two fronts in North Africa were becoming one and the command
organization should reflect the change. Eisenhower set up three subordinate
commanders for land, sea, and air. General Sir Harold R. L. G. Alexander took
charge of the land component with the formation of the Allied 18th Army
Group. Admiral Sir Andrew Cunningham became the commander in chief,
Allied Naval Forces, Mediterranean, and Eisenhower placed Air Chief Marshal
Sir Arthur W. Tedder in charge of the new Mediterranean Air Command.
Reporting to Tedder, General Spaatz commanded the subordinate Northwest
African Air Forces. Under the Northwest African Air Forces were three
subordinate commands: Strategic Air Force, Coastal Air Force, and Tactical Air
Force. Air Marshal Sir Arthur Coningham, highly experienced from British
operations in the Western Desert and a well-known expert on tactical airpower,

became the commander of the Northwest African Tactical Air Force (NATAF).
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Under Coningham’s command Eisenhower combined the XII ASC, the 242
Group, the Tactical Bomber Force, and the Western Desert Air Force.

These events changed the structure of air operations within Momyer’s
orbit. In effect, the new set-up meant “Eighteenth Army Group and NATAF
would follow the successful pattern established by the British Eighth Army and
the Western Desert Air Force in their drive from El Alamein through Tripoli,"
Kuter later recalled. Kuter, now the American Deputy Commander of NATAF
under Coningham, also remembered Eisenhower directed, "the air and ground
commanders would be quartered together, plan together, and use the same
operations center . . . General Alexander would be the final authority on ground
Force matters and Air Marshal Coningham would be the final authority on air
force matters." With these new lines of authority formalized, the 33rd came
back into the heat of the action.62 Upon hearing the news, the serious Momyer
likely brandished a rare smile. He knew Coningham's reputation and had
witnessed the impact of his leadership in the Western Desert in 1941.63

The XII ASC also gained a new unit, the 3rd Air Defense Wing. Momyer
now looked forward to operating with an air defense system capable of providing
warning for impending enemy airfield attacks and the location of enemy fighters
for his airborne aircraft. Coningham ordered those units to set up systems to
provide information from the early warning nets to the fighter operations rooms.
This system was a vast improvement from the days of visual observation at
Thelepte.t*

Upon his return to the front, after only a month away, Momyer found the
war drastically changed. Allied air and sea power had taken a substantive toll
on the Axis supply routes. While Axis supplies were decimated, the Allies
continued to build up their forces. By early March it was apparent that the
Axis forces were fighting a losing battle in Tunisia, and it was only a matter of

time before they would be expelled from North Africa. The Axis, however,
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continued a ferocious fight. With the Axis on a slow withdrawal toward Tunis,
they lost airfield after airfield to Allied troops. As these airfields fell out of Axis
hands, the Northwest Africa Air Forces moved in.65

After the Allied lines pushed to the Western Dorsal at the end of March,
the XII ASC again took control of Momyer’s men. Once more, the 33rd made
their home at the most forward of all Allied airfields. This time it was Sbeitla, a
field approximately thirty-five miles east of Thelepte. In this phase of the
Tunisian campaign, Momyer began to see the effects of the new air
organization. In orders to his commanders, Coningham stressed the
importance of air superiority over the battle area. Specifically, Coningham
stated the objective was to “provide maximum support for air operations” with
two supporting courses of action: “(1) A continual offensive against the enemy
in the air, and (2) Sustained attacks on enemy airfields.”¢¢ Coningham foresaw
these operations taking place in cooperation with the Strategic Air Forces.

Momyer later remembered his first interaction with Coningham. Shortly
after Momyer arrived at Sbeitla, and a few days after his promotion to full
colonel, Coningham paid a visit. “Colonel,” Coningham said, “the first thing we
are going to do is get out and destroy the German air force,” Adding when “we
have destroyed the German Air Force in North Africa, we will do all the air
support and anything else the Army wants. But until we get those airfields and
get those German airplanes off our back, we are not going to do anything
else.”6” This exhortation for what later became a central tenet of airpower was
music to Momyer’s ears.

The XII ASC translated Coningham’s orders into objectives for the 33rd
Fighter Group. As the battle for air superiority raged, the XII ASC and the 33rd
also supported a major allied offensive. In March, General Alexander put II
Corps, now under the command of Lieutenant General Patton, into action
against Rommel from the east while Montgomery’s Eighth Army pushed up

against the Mareth line from the south. Some of the most intense action of this

65 Vincent Orange, Coningham: A Biography of Air Marshal Sir Arthur Coningham, KCB,
KBE, DSO, MC, DFC, AFC (London: Methuen London, 1990), 143.

66 Coningham, “General Operational Directive,” 1.

67 Air Superiority in World War II and Korea (Office of Air Force History, Washington,
D.C., 1983), 32-33

45



campaign occurred between Patton’s and Rommel’s forces near El Guettar in
late March.68

In the late afternoon of March 31st, Momyer prepared to launch on a
large mission in support of Allied ground forces at El Guettar. In the lead of a
large force of 36 P-40s, Momyer likely overflew his future commander in
Vietnam, Colonel William C. Westmoreland, who then served as a battalion
commander in the battles waged below. Momyer recalled the sortie years later,
“The Germans had come in with this formation of Stukas to hit the tank
formation that we had. After I made the identity, I told the wingman that we
would slide up the back end of the formation and work our way through. So,
with that I started out to shoot the Stukas, and I shot four Stukas down real
quick. Bang! Bang!”69

Momyer’s personal recollection does not fully capture the heroism of his
actions. He first led his flight in an attack on twelve Me-109s. Emerging from
this fight, Momyer spotted a formation of eighteen Stukas escorted by three
more Me-109s. In the turn to attack, Momyer’s wingman was hit by enemy fire
and could not continue. Recognizing that the enemy formation had the Allied
ground forces in their sights, Momyer attacked the large formation as a single
aircraft. The account from another P-40 above the fight confirmed Momyer
destroyed four aircraft and damaged seven. He continued the attack on the
enemy formation until his fuel ran dangerously low. Only then did he turn
towards Sbeitla. A barrage of enemy anti-aircraft fire burst all around as he
sped for home. For his actions that day, Momyer received the Distinguished
Service Cross, second only to the Medal of Honor in the U.S. Army hierarchy of
awards for gallantry and risk of life in combat.70

In the skies of combat, downing five or more airplanes bore special
significance. Taken in the large scheme of the overall Allied effort in North

Africa it might have a very small impact. “The whole ace system is slightly
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unsound,” wrote one observant reporter, “as an index of air talent.” He noted it
ignored a “great many tactical, strategical and mechanical considerations,” as
well as “the work of ground crews.””! But since World War I, it also bestowed a
certain mystique to the man holding the title. Momyer now claimed that title.
Success of the Army Air Force business relied on a blend of man and machine.
Each aerial victory testified to an aviator’s level of mastery of that blend against
an enemy who sought to master the same. Culturally, the service greatly
valued technical proficiency. Eight victories spoke loudly to Momyer’s
proficiency and his standing within the environs of that culture. The title ‘Ace’
followed him through the rest of his career.

Aerial victories also made for good press. On April 1, 1943, the headline
on page three of the New York Times read, “U.S. Group in Tunisia Bags 13 Nazi
Planes: Unit Has Score of 34 Since Mar. 25 — Colonel Leads With Eight.” The
first line of the article told the story well: “Led by the blazing guns of their 28-
year-old commander, Colonel William W. Momyer of Seattle, who knocked down
four Stukas, a group of P-40 pilots bagged thirteen Nazi planes in fighter
sweeps yesterday and today, raising their victory string to thirty-four since
March 25.”72 In another even more colorful account, a reporter noted, “Colonel
Momyer is partial to Stukas,” simply because, they “are the tenderest delicacy
in the African air.” Even more dramatic, the account read, “at one point in the
combat he used the Stukas to cover himself from the attack of two protecting
Messerschmitts . . . It was like playing chess with loaded pieces and Colonel
Momyer did not even burn his fingers.”73

Momyer’s no-nonsense manner as a commander bore testament to his
independent upbringing. “Colonel Momyer has stern views on ‘scores,” read
one account, “and does not approve of frolicking in the air.” The day after his

Stuka extravaganza, Momyer reminded the men to, “stick to the business of

71 John Lardner, “It’s ‘Aces’ Up When Scoring American Victories in Air,” Seattle Daily
Times, June 29, 1943.

72 Associated Press, “U.S. Group in Tunisia Bags 13 Nazi Planes,” New York Times, 3
April 1943, 3.

73 John Lardner, “Germans No Sitting Birds — Plenty Tough, Says Colonel Momyer,”
Seattle Times, April 12, 1943.

47



your flight and do not go looking for trouble.””* As the group commander,
Momyer felt it important to provide direction to his men. “They’re just a bunch
of hard hitting kids looking for trouble and finding it,” Momyer told a reporter.
Momyer believed his men looked for trouble “on the theory that the sooner they
spot it and give it the works, the sooner we will get the hell out of here and go
home.”75

Amazingly, one day after the 33rd attacked enemy forces with
fragmentation bombs and accounted for 6 Me-109s and 4 Stukas well within
view of Allied ground forces, Patton issued one of the more controversial
situation reports of the Tunisian campaign.’¢ On April 1st, Patton reported a
“Total lack of air cover for our units has allowed German Air Forces to operate
almost at will.””7 Patton was frustrated — his beloved personal aide had been
killed in an Axis air attack - but he was wrong. In response, Coningham told
Patton that if his report was, “in earnest and balanced against facts, it can only
be assumed that II Corps personnel concerned are not battleworthy in terms of
present operations . . . 12th ASC have been instructed not to allow their
brilliant and conscientious air support of II Corps to be affected by this false cry
of wolf.”7® This episode was not only an unseemly tiff between senior air and
ground commanders but also irritated the carefully nurtured relations between
British and American forces. Tedder had to intervene to resolve the situation in
a personal meeting between Patton and Coningham.?9

The news of this meeting travelled far and wide through the area of
operations. Undoubtedly with each telling the details became more vivid, the
language more vibrant. For a young colonel on the front lines of air combat in
Tunisia, the episode inspired the fighting spirit he had known since youth.

Momyer believed cooperation with the ground forces would win the day, but he
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also felt strongly that air leaders had to stand their ground when confronted by
the animated discussions which sometimes arose over the natural tensions
inherent in the debate over the most effective application of airpower in combat.
Most importantly, Momyer learned the stand had to be founded upon facts and
proven performance. Like Coningham, Momyer would one day make airpower’s
case as a senior air leader in combat.

The 33rd fought hard throughout their time at Sbeitla. When asked
about Momyer’s leadership and the group’s record, one pilot said, “It’s not an
advertisement for the plane we fly or for us,” rather, “it’s an ad for the colonel
and the way he keeps his blood circulating.”® When he was not in the air,
Momyer spent his time “checking reconnaissance reports in the subterranean
field office.” During April, the Axis was on the move north and east and
Momyer coordinated knowledge of their movements with the activities of the
group while adhering to XII ASC objectives. Once, while a reporter observed
these activities, Momyer received a call giving the location of Axis trucks on the
move. “Colonel Momyer did not move his eyes, which were glued to a map,
‘Pass the word!” he said, ‘And tell our guys if they miss ‘em they’re to have a
quick look up the Pichon-Fondouk Road. The trucks may try to duck for cover
up there. Comb the roads close both ways from the fork!” Later in the day, the
reporter heard the trucks tried “the maneuver Colonel Momyer forewarned of
and were blasted on the spot he named.”8!

The 33rd closed out operations at Sbeitla in a much healthier condition
than when they left Thelepte. Statistically, the XII ASC now traded
approximately one of its aircraft for every two and a half Axis aircraft. During
this phase of operations, the Northwest African Air Forces effectively gained air
superiority in Tunisia. Taking a great deal of the credit for this outcome, the XII
ASC generated a 460% increase in fighter sweep sorties from earlier in the
battle. This reflected not only a change in strategy and command and control
but also a change in the number of aircraft available to the Allies. The

supremacy in resources sustained continuing victories in the air as well as the
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ground. On April 12th, the 33rd moved to Ebba Ksour, Tunisia, fifty miles to
the north of Sbeitla. The move followed the continued advance of Allied troops
as they pushed the Axis forces north and east.82

Later, Heinz Bar, a German ace who survived Tunisia to become the top
jet ace of World War II in the German Me-262, recalled the Allied air superiority
campaign. “We were bombed eight times a day,” he said, “we had no aircraft
and no fuel and when one of the old-timers was put out of action, there was no
one to take his place.” Further, “the many young men, still almost teenagers,
who came to us half-trained, were very soon shot out of the sky.”83 The men of
the Luftwaffe fought valiantly, but it was a losing battle.

The period from April 10th to May 13th marked the final phase of the XII
ASC’s Tunisian Campaign. The Allies sought to conclude the campaign in
Northwest Africa as quickly as possible, so they could attack Sicily and then
move on to the invasion of northwest Europe before the end of 1943. With
these ambitious goals in mind, Alexander shifted the entire II Corps, now under
the command of Major General Omar N. Bradley, to the northern portion of the
Allied lines and placed it under Anderson’s First Army. Montgomery continued
to push from the south with the Eighth Army. The Allies were quickly pushing
the Axis forces into the far northeast corner of Tunisia. XII ASC and the British
242 Group were to support the main effort of Anderson’s First Army to destroy
the Axis forces in Tunisia and capture Tunis and Bizerte.84

In this last phase of the campaign, Coningham placed even greater stress
on air superiority. With the Axis in retreat, Coningham planned to precede the
Allied ground offensive with air operations, “directed to the weakening and, if
possible, the elimination of this fighter force.”85 Reflecting this guidance, the
XII ASC flew four times as many fighter sweeps as it had in March and seven

times as many as in December and January. After the focused campaign for air
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superiority, Coningham planned to turn the entire air effort to support of the
land forces. In the campaign for air superiority, HQ XII ASC employed
Momyer’s P-40s almost exclusively as fighter-bombers to attack airfields,
vehicle traffic, gun installations, and enemy force concentrations. The group
flew 1,659 sorties in this capacity as opposed to 243 in fighter sweeps. There
were now six squadrons of Spitfires under the XII ASC to support the fighter
sweep mission.sé

Many years after the war, General Laurence Kuter recalled the airpower
experience in North Africa. He was, and would continue to be, instrumental in
the inner circles of the Army Air Forces. He remembered Momyer from this
period as a great leader. Kuter later told an interviewer, although Momyer and
other group commanders were, “not in the [NATAF] headquarters,” they were,
“keenly aware of everything that was going on regarding the tactical air concept
and their role in making it work.”8?

As operations neared an end in early May, Brigadier General Elwood
Quesada flew in to pay a visit to Momyer and the group. Now the deputy
commanding general of the Northwest African Coastal Air Force, Quesada
listened to Momyer’s stories of the accomplishments of the 33rd over the past
six months with a great deal of pride. Quesada found great satisfaction in the
achievements of his hand-picked successor. As its first commander, Quesada
would always have an affinity for the 33rd.s8

A day after Quesada’s visit, Momyer led one of his last large missions of
the Tunisian campaign. Sixteen P-40s took to the skies to attack the El Aouina
airport in Tunis. There, the Axis forces were loading transports to evacuate
men and equipment from the peninsula. Momyer’s pilots covered the one
hundred mile distance with their eyes peeled for enemy air activity, yet none
existed. Many of the Luftwaffe’s fighter squadrons were now out of the fight.
As the target grew close, anti-aircraft fire from the ground filled the skies.
Momyer led his men through the fire to strafe and destroy fifteen enemy

transports on the ground. After the attack, they returned to Ebba Ksour one
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less. A young lieutenant's aircraft was hit by the massive amounts of fire over
Tunis. Thankfully, someone in the formation saw him bail out of the stricken
airplane. Badly burned, he was later found by British troops, who delivered
him to a field hospital for treatment.89

Due at least in part to the integrated application of air and ground
operations, the First Army broke through the Axis lines and took Tunis and
Bizerte by the same day that Momyer and his men attacked Tunis. While the
Axis forces attempted to evacuate, Momyer’s men continued to harass the Axis
forces with attacks on boats, supplies, and equipment. On May 13th, the Axis
commander in North Africa, General von Arnim, accepted the surrender terms
of the Eighth Army, officially ending the hostilities in Tunisia. “It’s a quiet
afternoon,” the 58th historian wrote in the final entry on the group’s operations
in Tunisia, “but there is little token that there is nothing left to the aerial
warfare. Two planes play lazy games of looping in the sky above the field,
coming down to buzz the ground, then, rolling upward. The bomb-line
disappears from the Intelligence map at Operations. The 58th members merely
lie on the sunny grass saying: ‘So, it comes like this.”90

Years later, while Momyer was commanding the Tactical Air Command
and nearing retirement, he received a letter from Colonel Ben R. Blair. Blair
had served in the 33rd during the days at Thelepte. Blair wrote that Momyer
had come a long way since the days in North Africa, but in his view, that was
where it all started. In his return letter, Momyer agreed. “This was the
beginning of trying to find out how to fight an air force,” he wrote, “I have
looked back on those days with a great deal of pleasure. For my part, they were
the most trying and demanding times I have been through, but every day
something was learned on how to fight airpower . . . I wouldn’t trade anyone for
that experience.”9!

It is nearly impossible to over-exaggerate the impact the campaign in

North Africa had on Momyer and his fellow Airmen. North Africa was the first
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major campaign of World War II where Army Air Forces operated in concert with
their fellow Americans in the ground battle. Few expected perfection, and
pessimists were not disappointed. It did not go well at first, in either domain.
Then a complex set of variables began to play out. Americans gained
experience and became a worthy ally for their British comrades. The funneled
supply lines and heavy logistical demands of the German effort in Tunisia
created an immense susceptibility to the powers of aerial interdiction. As
interdiction efforts took effect on their supply lines, the Axis powers struggled to
replace men and equipment at a rate that matched the attrition rates of
sustained combat. The Luftwaffe was also heavily engaged on three fronts
simultaneously. The American war machine, meanwhile, operated at full
power, focused on the efforts in North Africa. Men and equipment poured into
the Mediterranean theater.

For Momyer, an Airman operating on the front lines, these contributing
factors mattered but were less obvious then the one he knew best, the change
in the Allied command and control structure with a commensurate change in
tactical air operations and strategy. Momyer commanded a group that literally
fought for survival on the plains and skies of Tunisia in December 1942 and
January 1943. There is no doubt that the command restructure and the
prioritization of air superiority made a difference as the tide turned in March,
but it was the timing of this change that found synergy in the culmination of all
the factors of victory. The resulting power booted the Axis forces from North
Africa. Not surprisingly, Momyer would credit a substantive portion of the
turn-around to the command of Tedder, Spaatz, and most importantly,
Coningham. Among Airmen, he was not alone. For most pilots that served
there, the North African campaign would have an outsized effect on their

philosophy and practice of air war.
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Chapter 4
On To Italy

Momyer and his men had little time for the full enjoyment of the victory
in Tunisia. A methodical, stair step invasion of Italy was ready for execution.
For the next few months, Momyer witnessed more innovation in the arena of
airpower. He saw, and participated in, an enemy surrender without an
American soldier setting foot on hostile soil as well as the evolving application of
airpower in amphibious operations. He participated in an air operation from a
beach in Italy that combined heavy bombers in close coordination with pursuit
aircraft in a way that showed the importance of having the ability to mass air
forces where the situation required. As a leader, Momyer also witnessed the
impact of combat fatigue and ended up on the front lines of the fight for racial
equality in military service. While Tunisia was Momyer’s trial by fire, the quest
for Italy was the campaign that seasoned Momyer as a combat leader.

As soon as the Allied forces drove the Ax